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Abstract 
 
Experiences and Challenges of Independent Study Charter School Educators: 
A Case Study 
 
 
Stacey Lynn Porter, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, December 2016 
Chairperson: Kathy D. Geller 
Charter schools are becoming increasingly popular in K-12 education and are 
becoming an attractive alternative for parents of students with disabilities.  While charter 
schools have more freedom to operate without having to comply with certain regulations, 
they are not exempt from the policies that support students with disabilities.  
Independent study school charters offer an alternative education different than 
most traditional schools.  Parents of students with disabilities appear to be gravitating 
towards independent study learning environments and moving away from a traditional 
classroom infrastructure that was designed to support the specialized needs of students 
with disabilities.  
This study explores the perspectives and experiences of sixteen independent study 
charter school educators who work with students with disabilities in some capacity at 
their schools.  The study sought to understand how these charter school educators provide 
specialized academic services and support in this unique educational setting.  Challenges 
for educating students with disabilities in an independent study school setting, such as, 
implementing IEPs, accommodating learning needs and providing differentiated 
instruction will also be explored.  
  xii 
The research questions that guided this study are:  
1. How do independent study charter school educators describe their experiences 
teaching students with disabilities?  
2. What challenges do independent study charter school educators face when 
supporting students with disabilities?  
3. How do independent study charter school educators describe their preparedness 
to support the individualized needs of students with disabilities?  
Through in-depth analysis of interviews, artifacts, and the researcher’s journal 
four findings emerged: (a) individualized learning, (b) inclusive practices, (c) 
collaborative school culture, and (d) negative challenges.  Four results were interpreted 
from the findings and situated within relevant literature: (a) Independent study charter 
schools “enrollment for all” policy can be misleading, as the school cannot always offer 
appropriate FAPE for some special education students; (b) Collaborative relationships 
between general education and special education educators influence inclusion; (c) 
Flexibility of educational approaches impact successful inclusion at the independent 
study charter school; and (d) Independent study charter schools enroll students with 
disabilities without hiring adequately trained general education teachers to work with 
them.  Conclusions from the findings and results emerged and are offered in response to 
the research questions posed.  Recommendations are then offered. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
Introduction to the Problem 
Emergence of Charter Schools 
Until the early 1990s, if a parent wanted to choose an alternative educational 
setting apart from a comprehensive public school campus, they would have had to pay 
private school tuition.  With the rise of the charter school movement, the days of having 
to be educated within a specific neighborhood school no longer exist (Hubbard & 
Kulkarni, 2009; McCollom, 2010).  The charter school movement began as a way to 
create a new kind of public school environment, one with more autonomy and flexibility 
over instructional and operational procedures (Plate, 2013; Rhim & McLaughlin, 2001).  
Charter schools with varying missions sought to serve specific populations of students, 
providing educational programs intentionally not designed to fit all students (Gross, 
2011; Hubbard & Kulkami, 2009).  Because of their ability to individualize educational 
practices and meet the diverse needs of students, charter schools offer the promise of 
serving students frequently marginalized in conventional school settings (Angelov & 
Bateman, 2016).  
The charter school movement has had a substantial impact upon traditional public 
school enrollment across the United States (U.S.); charter schools are changing the 
landscape of the U.S. educational system.  In 2013, more than 6,000 charter schools were 
in operation across the country.  Their enrollments had risen by 40% since the 2007-2008 
school year (California Charter Schools Association, n.d.).  There are now more than 
6,700 public charter schools enrolling over 2.9 million students across the country 
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(National Center for Learning Disabilities [NCLD], 2015).  The State of California first 
authorized charter schools in 1992, and they are located in rural, suburban, and urban 
areas throughout California.  In the 2013-14 school year, 104 new charter schools opened 
in California bringing the total number of charter schools in the state to 1,130 and making 
California the state with the highest number of charter schools and enrolled charter 
school students in the country (California Charter Schools Association, 2015; California 
Department of Education, 2015b).  As of the 2015-2016 school year, there are an 
estimated 581,100 students attending charter schools in California (California Charter 
Schools Association, 2015).  
Charter schools have more autonomy than traditional schools over operations, 
staffing, budgets, and pedagogy, which has allowed them to be better equipped to 
develop new programs that serve students with diverse needs and to hire innovative and 
creative educators (Gross, 2011).  Many charter schools provide smaller classroom 
settings, virtual learning opportunities, and creative approaches to learning, which have 
been enticing for parents of students with unique needs (Lange & Lehr, 2000).  Denice 
(2014) found that charter schools, on average, produced better results and out performed 
district-run schools.  
Charter schools are enticing to parents of special needs children in their search for 
alternatives to traditional school settings (Lange & Lehr, 2000; Stern, Clonan, Jaffee, & 
Lee, 2015).  Historically, students with disabilities had limited choices and options in 
general classroom settings, being in separate classrooms being the norm.  In recent 
decades, the rights of students with special needs became a priority, and improvements in 
including access to general education classes were made.  In spite of these improvements, 
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Lake and Gross (2012) found that families of students with special needs continue to be 
generally dissatisfied with the services and supports available to them through the public 
school system.  
Estes (2004) suggested that parents with special needs children have been 
searching for something different than what traditional public schools provide and often 
are making choices to leave public school settings with relatively high levels of special 
education services and support for schools with fewer services.  Lake (2010) found that 
parents of students with disabilities have increasingly turned to charter schools to provide 
an alternative educational setting for their children.  Plate (2013) noted that although 
charter schools are gaining increasing popularity with parents of children with special 
needs, these schools may not have been either designed for or staffed to provide needed 
and specific services for children with disabilities. 
As parents choose to enroll their children with disabilities in publically funded 
charter schools, charter school teachers are challenged with educating this group of 
unique learners (Gross & Lake, 2014; Lake & Gross, 2012).  Gross and Lake (2014) 
found that it is possible but challenging for charter schools to provide services to a wide 
range of students with special needs.  Gross and Lake (2014) further suggested that it has 
been difficult to integrate students with disabilities into charter school classrooms 
because many of these schools lack the systems and infrastructures to properly prepare 
and train educators to effectively support the unique needs of students with disabilities.  
While charter school teachers are expected to have the knowledge and skills to teach 
students with disabilities, providing meaningful and appropriate learning opportunities, 
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questions remain about their readiness (Munk & Dempsey, 2010; Villa & Thousand, 
2000; Yell, 2012).  
Independent study was authorized as a K-12 education approach in California in 
1976, and these schools preceded the emergence of charter schools.  Independent study 
began as a voluntary program designed to serve students who struggled in the traditional 
public school classroom.  With the emergence of charter schools, the independent study 
pedagogy has been incorporated as one of several approaches charter schools may take.  
The most recent research on California independent study schools and enrollment was 
based on data from the 2008-2009 school year that indicated that at that time, 128,140 
students were enrolled as full-time independent study students (California Department of 
Education, 2015b).  No current data are available on the number of students currently 
enrolled as full-time students in independent study school settings in California.  
As independent study charter schools have emerged, parents of students with 
disabilities have begun enrolling their children into these schools.  While there is limited 
current research on independent study schools, there appears to be no research available 
on the experiences of special needs children in independent study charter schools. 
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
Independent study charter schools are becoming a popular school choice for 
parents of students with disabilities, yet little is known about how independent study 
educators are being prepared to provide individualized services and the requisite support 
for students with disabilities.  
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Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this case study was to explore the experiences of teachers (both 
general education and special education) and administrators working in independent 
study charter school settings to understand the challenges they face and the adequacy of 
their preparation and instruction to support students with disabilities. 
Charter schools are charged with the same level of responsibility as traditional 
public schools to provide a “free and appropriate public education” (FAPE) to all 
children with disabilities under the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA).  Charter 
schools that operate as independent study schools (non-classroom based) are prohibited 
from denying admission to special education students.  California Education Code, 
Section 51745 states that a child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP) must 
specifically provide for participation in an independent study program.  Students who 
enroll without a current IEP seeking independent study as an offer of “free appropriate 
public education” must have an IEP developed offering the independent study program as 
an appropriate placement.  
Speaking to traditional public education settings, Guetzloe (1999) noted, “school 
systems across the continent are placing ever-increasing numbers of children with 
disabilities in the regular classroom, often without careful preparation of the students 
themselves, their peers, the faculty, or the environment” (p. 92).  Guetzloe (1999) further 
suggested that anyone who works with students with disabilities needs training in (a) 
special education procedures and laws (e.g., IEPs, due process, and evaluation), (b) 
learning strategies and social skills instruction, and (c) classroom management of 
students who are inattentive and disruptive.  Independent study charter school teachers 
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have been tasked with making curriculum accessible to all students while implementing 
the individualized supports and services outlined in a student’s IEP.  It is not known how 
general education teachers in independent study charter schools are prepared to support 
this population.  Further, little is known about how special educators support students in 
the independent study environment.  
Are independent study charter school educators aware of the requisite 
infrastructures and services that need to be in place to assure compliance and protect 
students with disabilities?  Lake (2010) suggested that the failure of charter schools to 
establish policies around special needs students further contributes to compliance issues, 
which potentially places these schools in jeopardy of facing lawsuits and formal 
complaints being filed by parents of students with disabilities whose IEPs are being 
violated.  
Although limited, research on the educational practices and inclusion of students 
with disabilities in charter schools does exist; however, there is a significant gap in the 
current research exploring how teachers in independent study charter schools are being 
prepared to support children with disabilities and assure responsiveness to the children’s 
IEPs.  The current research sought to explore the experiences of teachers (both general 
education and special education) and administrators working in independent study charter 
school settings to understand the challenges they face and the adequacy of their 
preparation and instruction to support students with disabilities.  The study sought to 
understand how these teachers and administrators are trained to provide special education 
services and supports, implement IEPs, and monitor the progress of students with 
disabilities in their independent study charter schools.  
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Research Questions Focused on Solution Finding 
4. How do independent study charter school educators describe their experiences 
teaching students with disabilities?  
5. What challenges do independent study charter school educators face when 
supporting students with disabilities?  
6. How do independent study charter school educators describe their preparedness 
to support the individualized needs of students with disabilities?  
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Stance 
Philosophical approach.  As a researcher, I believe that meaning is best 
understood by looking at the perceptions, views, and experiences of others.  The 
philosophical paradigm I bring to this study of independent study charter school 
educators and administrators is based on social constructivism.  Social constructivism, as 
defined by Gergen (1985), is a way to expose “the processes by which people come to 
describe, explain, or otherwise account for the world (including themselves) in which 
they live” (p. 266).  As a social constructivist, I believe people construct their own 
meanings of the world based on their lived experiences.  “Social constructivists hold 
assumptions that individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and 
work.  Individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences—meanings directed 
towards certain objects or things” (Creswell, 2012, p. 8).  As a qualitative researcher, I 
am challenged to separate my own worldviews and beliefs from this research and 
recognize that my own background has the potential to shape my interpretation of the 
research (Creswell, 2012).    
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Researcher’s tacit experiences.  I have been a special education teacher for 15 
years and have worked in a variety of school settings.  For 10 years, I have been 
employed by a large public school district in Northern California; for seven of those 
years, I worked as a resource teacher and department chair for special education in 
traditional schools.  For the recent three years, I have served as an Educational Specialist 
supporting multiple charter school campuses, all part of one bounded charter school 
system.  The charters I support, while located in multiple public school districts, are part 
of their own local educational agency (LEA) and have a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU) with my public school district for special education services.  As an educational 
specialist, my responsibilities are to deliver “pull out” services to identified students with 
disabilities, develop their IEPs, ensure compliance of IEPs, complete assessments, and 
monitor student progress.  In my role as an educational specialist, I collaborate with 
charter school administrators and teachers to assure they accommodate and differentiate 
instruction for students with disabilities in their settings, meeting state standards for 
curriculum and student support.  All of the charter schools I supported during the time of 
this study were unique in terms of grade level and teaching pedagogy, as well as 
classroom design, and vary significantly from a traditional school model.  
One of the schools with multiple campuses within this charter system is an 
independent study charter school.  In this setting, all attending students are expected to 
work from home with the support of their parents, meeting with an assigned general 
teacher on-site at least once a week.  The students also have opportunities to attend 
various labs and vocational programs throughout the academic year and have the 
potential to obtain more credits during a school year than would be possible in a 
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traditional public school.  As parents increasingly choose to enroll children with 
disabilities into this independent study setting, in my experience many of the students 
with disabilities are coming to this setting with extreme credit deficiencies, and in some 
situations with severe disabilities, which require intensive teaching interventions.  
Out of all the charters I have supported, the independent study charter school 
intrigues me the most.  I am perplexed by its increasing popularity amongst families of 
students with disabilities.  Through this case study research, I explored the experiences of 
educators and administrators with a goal to understand how they describe their 
preparedness for and experiences with educating students with disabilities within the 
independent study pedagogy.  In conducting the study, I identified my own assumptions 
and biases that emerged from my tacit experiences and focused on these educators’ 
experiences and the meaning they constructed from them.   
Conceptual Framework 
To inform the current study, three streams of literature are reviewed to inform the 
current research: (a) inclusion of children with disabilities in the general education 
classroom, (b) preparing general education school teachers to teach students with 
disabilities, and (c) special education in charter schools.  There is limited research on 
independent study charter schools, and this specific focus is reviewed within the context 
of each of the three streams.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework introducing research streams.  
 
Inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education classroom.  
Federal law mandates that students with exceptional needs are entitled to a free and 
appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE) (IDEA, 
2004; Yell, 2012).  The term “inclusion” is not specifically mentioned in the Individuals 
with Disabilities Act (IDEA; 2004), but is a term and philosophical approach used by 
educators to provide special education students the opportunity to spend most of their 
school day in the general education setting (Rozalski, Stewart, & Miller, 2010).  Odom, 
Buysse, and Soukakou (2011) concluded that inclusion in the general education 
classroom benefits both students with and without disabilities and identified that 
Independent 
Study Charter 
Schools Serving 
Students with 
Disabilities  
Inclusion of 
students with 
disabilities in the 
general 
education 
classroom  
IDEA 2004 
Yell 2012 
 
Preparing general education 
teachers to teach students with 
disabiltities  
Blanton, Pugach, & Boveda 
2013 
Pugach, Blanton & Correa 
2011 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Special 
education in 
charter schools  
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2012, 2014 
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successful outcomes for inclusion practices for both groups are “belonging, 
participating and the ability to form positive social relationships” (p. 347).  According to 
Odom et al. (2011), teacher attitudes and beliefs contributed to the successful 
implementation of inclusion; and collaboration between general education and special 
education teachers was found to be the cornerstone of a quality inclusive classroom. 
Charter schools that operate much like traditional schools and charters that 
operate outside of this paradigm, such as independent study charter schools, are also 
obliged to include students with disabilities in their general education classrooms.  A lack 
of resources and specialized trained staff are among the challenges that impact the 
successful implementation of inclusion practices on charter school campuses (O’Neill & 
Rhim, 2015).  Since the same federal laws apply to charter schools as they do to 
traditional educational systems, Gross and Lake (2014) concluded that charters need to 
create partnerships with special education agencies and hire special education teachers 
and administrators who can collaborate and work effectively to support and train general 
education teachers to make inclusion a success.  
Preparing general education teachers to teach students with disabilities.  The 
success of inclusive classrooms depends on the ability of general education teachers to 
implement effective instructional strategies and comply with IEPs developed for students 
with disabilities.  Coskun, Tosun, and Macaroglu (2009) conducted a study of general 
education teachers in public schools concluding that general education teachers in this 
setting lacked understanding and knowledge of how to implement best practices for 
special education students in their classrooms.  Their research concluded that these 
general education teachers believed they were underprepared to support students with 
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disabilities.  Teachers in their study perceived that they did not receive the necessary 
supports from special education teachers and administrators to implement successful 
inclusive practices (Coskun et al., 2009).  
According to Oyler (2011), teacher preparation programs that certify both general 
and special education teachers need to prepare both groups to teach inclusively and to 
collaborate effectively with one another to support the unique needs of diverse learners in 
their classrooms.  In a recent study of 109 colleges and universities across the country 
offering certification in elementary education, Allday, Neilsen-Gatti, and Hudson (2013) 
found that very few universities were adequately preparing new teachers for the demands 
of inclusive classrooms; nor were they offering sufficient coursework to address the 
academic and behavioral challenges general education teachers encountered when trying 
to successfully mainstream students with disabilities into their classroom environments. 
Prior research has suggested that the restructuring of pre-service teaching programs is 
necessary to better prepare both general and special education teachers for inclusive 
settings and to assure accountability for students with disabilities in the general education 
classrooms (Allday et al., 2013; Coskun et al., 2013; Harvey, Yssel, Bauserman, & 
Merbel, 2010; McHatton & Parker, 2013; Oyler, 2011; Van Laarhoven, Munk, Lynch, 
Bosma & Rouse, 2007).   
Special education in charter schools.  By definition, charter schools are: 
Independent public schools designed and operated by educators, parents, 
community leaders, educational entrepreneurs, and others sponsored by local or 
state educational organizations that monitor their qualify and effectiveness but 
allow them to operate outside the traditional system of public schools. (Estes, 
2009, p. 217) 
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While they are freed from complying with many state regulations, they are still 
obligated to comply with federal law regarding students with disabilities (Fierros & 
Blomberg, 2005; Lange & Lehr, 2000).  Mulligan (2014) noted that charter schools are 
“required to provide services to students with disabilities” and bear the same 
responsibilities as traditional schools do to make free appropriate public education 
available to all students (p. 4).  
Charter schools must have policies and procedures designed to respond to the 
needs of students with disabilities and the special education process.  Research has 
concluded that many are successfully educating students with special needs in their 
programs (Fierros & Bloomberg, 2005; Gross & Lake, 2014; Lake & Gross, 2011; Lange 
& Lehr, 2000).  Yet, as the population of students with disabilities increases, some 
charter schools are coming under scrutiny for restrictive practices and not meeting 
expectations for free appropriate public education standards in the least restrictive 
environment (Drame, 2011; Estes, 2004; 2006; Gross & Lake, 2014; Lake & Gross, 
2011; Stern, Clonan, Jaffee, & Lee, 2015).   
Lake and Gross (2012) concluded that because the enrollment of special 
education students in charter schools varies throughout the United States, charter school 
educators are at a disadvantage for accessing training and staff development opportunities 
that could provide the resources and tools to work more effectively with students with 
disabilities.  They described how in Denver the district is working on ways to provide 
charter school teachers access to district-run special education trainings for district-wide 
personnel throughout the school year, noting that this is not a common practice for most 
public school districts (Lake & Gross, 2012).  O’Neill and Rhim (2015) reported that 
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some charter schools in California have developed special education partnership 
programs with local universities, which provide mentoring services from special 
education university faculty and offer specialized training and professional development 
opportunities for their teachers.   
Definitions of Terms 
Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) 
“A free appropriate public education means that special education and related 
services are to be provided as described in an individualized education program” 
(California Department of Education [CDE], 2009, p. 1).  
Individualized Education Program (IEP)   
When a child receives special education services under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Act (IDEA) he or she must have an Individualized Education Program 
(IEP). This is a written document listing, among other things, the special 
educational services that the child will receive. (Center for Parent Information and 
Resources, 2015, p. 1) 
 
Inclusion/Inclusive Education 
“In today’s schools, the practice of educating all children with and without 
disabilities together in heterogeneous classrooms often is referred to as inclusive 
education or simply inclusion” (Hammeken, 2000, p. 8).  
Independent Study  
A public education alternative meant to meet students’ needs, interests, and 
learning styles while ensuring that students can meet their school district’s 
curriculum and graduation requirements. (Barrat & Berliner, 2009, p. 1) 
 
Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) 
“Reflects the presumption that the student’s education will take place in a typical 
setting  and with non-disabled students” (Turnbull, Huerta, & Stowe, 2009, p. 5).  
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Public Charter School 
Independent public schools designed and operated by educators, parents, 
community leaders, educational entrepreneurs, and others sponsored by local or 
state educational organizations that monitor their qualify and effectiveness but 
allow them to operate outside the traditional system of public schools. (Estes, 
2009, p. 217) 
 
Special Education 
Specially designed instruction, at no cost to the parents, to meet the unique needs 
of a child with a disability, including, instruction conducted in the classroom, in 
the home, in hospitals and institutions and in other settings. (Center for Parent 
Information and Resources, 2016, para. 18) 
 
Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
As a special education teacher supporting independent study charter schools and 
as a special education educator for over 15 years, the researcher held five assumptions 
that may have influenced this study (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 
Assumptions that May Have Influenced the Researcher’s Initial Approach to this Study 
Assumptions 
(1) Special education students require daily specialized academic instruction. 
(2) Special education students benefit from attending school regularly.  
(3) Alternative educational programs such as independent study schools are designed to serve 
students who are able to complete work independently with minimal support.  
 
(4) Free and appropriate public education is difficult to provide in an independent study 
program when students with disabilities have IEPs that outline requirements for specific 
services and supports.  
 
(5) Independent study charter school teachers have not been provided with adequate support 
to effectively educate special education students.  
 
 
 
In the many IEP meetings the researcher has chaired and participated in, the team, 
consisting of teachers and administrators, generally recommend that a student benefits 
from attending school daily in order to be afforded the opportunity to learn and thrive in 
the classroom.  The researcher believes that attending school daily supports the learning 
needs of special education students who generally require classroom accommodations 
such as: repetition, clarification, chunking of information, and checking for 
understanding.  Attending daily affords students with disabilities the opportunity to 
interact with their peers and teachers and supports both their growth academically and 
socially.  The students with whom the researcher has worked who did not attend classes 
regularly fell behind and failed classes because they lacked the skills to complete the 
assignments and projects they missed while working independently.  Further, students 
with disabilities have defined learning deficits that typically make independent work 
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difficult; many benefit from having their teachers personally clarify assignments, break 
directions down into steps, and model the desired skill acquisition.  
Many of the students with disabilities with whom the researcher has worked in 
independent study programs benefit from daily specialized academic instruction from a 
trained special education teacher, weekly speech and language services from a speech 
therapist, and monthly services from a school psychologist.  In the researcher’s recent 
experiences, independent study charter schools are not assigned a special education 
specialist to support general education teachers with successfully including students with 
disabilities into their classrooms on a daily basis.  
Limitations of the Study 
A limitation of the study is the researcher’s limited sampling from a single 
independent study charter school with three separate sites seeking to understand the 
experiences of general and special education teachers and administrators who support 
students with disabilities in their programs.  As the data are limited to educators in a 
single charter school system in northern California, they may not generalize to all general 
and special education teachers and administrators in different independent study charter 
schools that serve special education students in their programs.  In addition, the backyard 
research design model may affect participants in openly sharing their experiences with a 
researcher who is an employee from within the district.  
Summary 
Special education law mandates that students with disabilities are provided a free 
appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment and that the specialized 
services and supports are appropriate to their specific needs.  Under the law, special 
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education students have the right to access general education curriculum and be 
included in the general education setting alongside their non-disabled peers.  Given that 
charter schools are public schools, they are also obligated to comply with federal 
mandates impacting students with disabilities.  Charters are required to provide inclusive 
classrooms and differentiate instruction for special education students, despite limited 
resources to be able to do so successfully.  Similarly, independent study charter schools 
have the same responsibilities as other charter schools do regarding not discriminating 
against students with disabilities in their programs.  IEPs need to reflect the student’s 
placement in an independent study charter school, identifying it as an appropriate 
placement for a student with a disability.   
As students with special needs are enrolling in charter schools, the teachers and 
administrators that serve this population may be underprepared to successfully implement 
supports and services.  Preparation programs for general and special education teachers 
are tasked with being able to prepare teachers for the inclusion of students with 
disabilities in the mainstreamed classroom.  Without a solid foundation of best practices 
for educating students with disabilities, teachers appear to be at a disadvantage in making 
inclusion a success.  Teachers in independent study charters may face the same 
challenges as teachers in district classrooms to comply with federal mandates and enroll 
students with disabilities and include them in the general education setting.  
Complementary to each other, the three streams offer a foundation for 
understanding the factors impacting independent study charter school teachers including 
students with disabilities in their general education classrooms.  This case study is 
meaningful for researchers of charter schools because it explored the experiences and 
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challenges of independent study school educators who work with students with 
disabilities in a unique educational setting.  
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
Parents of special needs students who are dissatisfied with traditional school 
settings work hard to find programs they believe will better support their child’s unique 
needs and learning abilities (Lake, 2010).  Many of the parents seeking an alternative 
educational setting are turning to charter schools to better support their children with 
special needs (Estes, 2009; Hawkins-Pammer, 2000; Plate, 2013).  Increasing numbers of 
students with IEPs are enrolling in charter schools and, more specifically, in alternative 
instructional models, including independent study charter schools.  While many studies 
exist that support the success of charter schools in supporting the individualized needs of 
these students, little research has explored how independent study charter schools are 
serving students with disabilities and challenges the programs may face when enrolling 
special education students.  The purpose of the current study was to explore the 
experiences of teachers (both general and special education) and administrators working 
in independent study charter school settings to understand the challenges they face and 
the adequacy of their preparation and instruction to support students with disabilities.  
The Conceptual Framework 
Independent study charter schools have the same obligations that traditional 
public schools and traditional charter schools do to serve students with disabilities.  
Because independent study schools are able to provide flexible educational programs and 
individualized instructional approaches for all students, they appear to be emerging as a 
popular alternative educational setting for students with special needs.  The California 
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Department of Education (2015b) identified various elements of exemplary 
independent study schools and among these elements included that when special 
education students enroll in an independent study program they must “continue to receive 
the supports outlined in their individualized education programs” (p. 3).  Students with 
disabilities may have physical, developmental, and emotional disabilities that make 
inclusion in the general education setting a challenging endeavor.  Specialized training 
and education for teachers is necessary for any school program to be able to adequately 
support the unique needs of students with disabilities who require special education 
services.   
To frame the study, the literature review explores (a) inclusion of students with 
disabilities in the general education classroom, (b) preparing general education teachers 
to teach students with disabilities, and (c) special education in charter schools.  
 
 
Figure 2. Graphical representation of the three research streams.  
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Literature Review 
Inclusion of Students with Disabilities in the General Education Classroom 
The road to inclusion.  In the early 1900s, it was believed that children with 
disabilities were incapable of being educated, let alone being educated alongside their 
peers.  Even with all states having compulsory education laws in place by 1918, young 
people with disabilities were frequently excluded from public school classrooms 
(Osgood, 2005; Villa, Thousand, Meyers, & Nevin, 1996; Yell, 2012).  In the late 1950s, 
U.S. courts upheld legislation that excluded students who they deemed would not benefit 
from public education or would be a disruption to others in the general education 
environment (Yell, 2012).  Such students were placed into separate settings or programs 
specifically created for students with disabilities (Osgood, 2005).  Not until 1965 was 
there a national movement to provide equal educational opportunities for people with 
disabilities (NCLD, 2015).  This movement led to the passage of the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (reauthorized in 2002 as the No Child Left Behind Act), which 
was established to improve the academic achievement of children with special needs 
(Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 [ESEA 1965]).  ESEA mainly 
provided support for students who were blind, deaf, and mentally retarded and did very 
little to support the education of students with disabilities in public schools (Osgood, 
2005; Yell, 2012).  Even with the changing mandates and movements, many students 
with special needs were still provided an education that was not appropriate to their 
needs, and they continued to be excluded from learning alongside their able-bodied peers 
(Yell & Dragslow, 2000).  To combat the continued exclusion, in 1975, the U.S. 
Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act or the Public Law 94-
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142 that guaranteed that eligible students with disabilities received an education suited 
to their unique needs.  
[EACHA] mandated that qualified students with disabilities had the right to (a) 
nondiscriminatory testing, evaluation and placement procedures; (b) education in 
the least restrictive environment; (c) procedural due process, including parent 
involvement; (d) a free education: and (e) an appropriate education. (Yell, 2012, 
p. 53)   
 
In 1990, the title of the EACHA ACT was changed to IDEA to assist states in 
meeting the educational needs of students with disabilities and to reallocate federal 
funding.  Prior to 1990, the federal government provided more money to states that had 
higher numbers of special education students, causing many states to over-identify 
students in this category.  In 1997, the act was yet again amended, affording all students 
with disabilities access to free and appropriate public education to meet their 
individualized needs and prepare them for their transition into adulthood and 
independency (California Department of Education, 2015a; Garten & Murdick, 2005; 
NCLD, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2015; Yell & Dragsow, 2000).   
Congress has continued to update the law.  It was reauthorized in 2004, which 
prompted a series of changes in the way that special education and related services are 
now being delivered.  The reauthorization of IDEA 2004 stated that the purpose of the 
law is:  
(A) to ensure that all children with disabilities have available to them a free 
appropriate public education that emphasizes special education and related 
services designed to meet their unique needs and prepare them for further 
education, employment, and independent living; 
(B) to ensure that the rights of children with disabilities and parents of such 
children are protected; and 
(C) to assist States, localities, educational service agencies, and Federal agencies 
to provide for the education of all children with disabilities; 
(1) to assist States in the implementation of a statewide, comprehensive, 
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coordinated, multidisciplinary, interagency system of early intervention 
services for infants and toddlers with disabilities and their families; 
(2) to ensure that educators and parents have the necessary tools to improve 
educational results for children with disabilities by supporting system 
improvement activities; coordinated research and personnel preparation; 
coordinated technical assistance, dissemination, and support; and technology 
development and media services; and 
(3) to assess, and ensure the effectiveness of, efforts to educate with 
disabilities. 
Sections 601(d) 
 
IDEA (2004) further provides that students with disabilities are to be educated 
alongside students without disabilities and that removing them from the general 
education classroom should only be the result when the severity of their disability 
prevents them from being successful, even with the use of supplementary aids and 
services.  Placement categories note that children with disabilities may be served in: 
“general education class, special education class, special education school, home or in a 
hospital or private institution” (Sec.300.115).  The principles of FAPE include the 
evaluation process, the IEP development, which includes the curriculum, supplementary 
aids, supports, services, and the placement in the least restrictive environment (LRE) for 
the student with a disability (Turnbull, Huerta, & Stowe, 2009).  
Under IDEA when a student meets 1 of 13 qualifying conditions for special 
education—“mental retardation,” (as of 2013, term changed to intellectual disability) 
“hearing impairment, deafness, speech or language impairments, visual impairment 
(including blindness), a serious emotional disturbance, an orthopedic impairment, autism, 
traumatic brain injury, an other health impairment, a specific learning disability, deaf-
blindness or multiple disabilities” (IDEA 20, U.S.C. 1401(3))—states are then mandated 
to provide services.  Each student determined eligible for special education services is 
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required to have an IEP.  Special education services that are to be provided are spelled 
out during the IEP development process, which under federal law is a team approach.  
The IEP team determines the appropriate services, supports, and length of specialized 
academic instruction a student will be provided and placement in the least restrictive 
environment (LRE).  Yell (2012) concluded, “The IEP is the embodiment of a student’s 
free appropriate public education (FAPE)” (p. 184).  He further suggested schools need to 
make “good faith efforts” to place students with disabilities in educational environments 
that are “less restrictive” (Yell, 2012, p. 271).   
Inclusion.  Hammeken (2000) defined inclusion and inclusive education as “the 
practice of educating all children with and without disabilities together in heterogeneous 
classrooms” (p. 8).  A fully inclusive placement typically involves the student being 
placed for the full duration of the school day in the general education environment, with 
implementation of a special education student’s IEP in that setting (Yell, 2012).  
Although the terms inclusion and mainstreaming are often used to define the least 
restrictive environment and are at times used interchangeably, they are not synonymous 
approaches (Rozalski et al., 2010; Yell, 2012).  Rozalski et al. (2010) identified inclusion 
as a general philosophical stance in which special education students spend the majority 
of their school day in a general education setting.  Whereas mainstreaming has been 
viewed as a relatively dated term that involves students with disabilities being included in 
the general education classroom for a minimal part of their day, typically in non-
academic activities and settings (Rozalski et al., 2010; Yell, 2012).  Yell (2012) noted, 
“IDEA requires mainstreaming or inclusion when the general education classroom setting 
can provide an appropriate education” (p. 271).  
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The LRE mandate within IDEA requires that before schools place special 
education students in more restrictive settings, they must make efforts to support the 
learning of students with disabilities in less restrictive settings by implementing 
supplementary aids and services to help them be successful (Yell, 2012).  Although 
IDEA favors the integration of students with disabilities into the general education 
environment, the law also recognizes that this setting is not conducive to learning for all 
special education students, and the Act acknowledges some students may require a more 
restrictive setting outside of the inclusive classroom and, at times, outside of a public 
school (Norlin, 2009; Turnbull, Huerta, Stowe, Weldon, & Schrandt, 2009; Turnbull, 
Wehmeyer, & Turnbull, 2007; Yell, 2012).   
For a student with special needs to be successful in an inclusive general education 
classroom, Turnbull, Wehmeyer, and Turnbull (2007) recommended that the IEP team 
needs to determine “related services” and “specially designed instruction” and consider 
any “other educational needs” that need to be addressed for the student to make progress 
in the general education curriculum (p. 48).  Villa and Thousand (2003) concluded that 
successful inclusive classrooms provide a variety of opportunities for students to learn 
through cooperative learning, partnered activities, project-based learning, alternatives to 
paper-pencil-based activities, integration of technology, and differentiated instruction.  
Hawkins-Pammer (2000) conducted a study of Rhode Island public schools and 
concluded that the implementation of inclusive classroom strategies contributed to nearly 
100 schools making improvements in closing the achievement gap in reading and math 
between students with disabilities and general education students.  Elements of their 
inclusive practices included teachers having high expectations for all students, 
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collaboration amongst general and special education staff, the use of a variety of 
assessment tools, learning based projects, parent involvement, and differentiating 
classroom instruction to address all learning needs. 
The inclusion movement has attempted to minimize the need for restrictive 
placements by creating new partnerships between general education and special 
education teachers.  In a study of special education teachers working in inclusive settings, 
Khaimah (2010) reported that the teachers viewed collaboration with the general 
education teacher as the most important aspect of their professional roles in making 
inclusion a success.  Thousand and Villa (2005) concluded that collaboration was one of 
the key variables in the successful implementation of special needs children in inclusive 
classrooms. Similarly, in a study of more than 600 educators, Villa et al. (1996) found 
that among general and special education teachers and administrators, collaboration 
emerged as one of the only variables that predicted positive attitudes toward inclusion.  
Osgood (2005) noted that teacher attitudes and lack of training contributed to the 
unsuccessful implementation of inclusion in many schools.  
Proponents of inclusion offer evidence that it improves the classroom setting 
because the approach teaches all students to become more accepting and sensitive to one 
another and encourages collaboration between students and educators (Hammeken, 2000; 
Odum et al., 2011).  Parents of students with disabilities have had a long and difficult 
road getting their children included in general education classrooms.  Turnbull et al. 
(2007) found that parents of special needs children believe the general education 
classroom did a better job of improving their child’s self concept, promoted friendships, 
enhanced reading and math skills, and better prepared their children for the real world.  
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Rafal (2009) noted, “people with disabilities and their advocates have long supported a 
notion of inclusion that guarantees a life with the same opportunities for participation in 
education, employment, leisure, community and domestic life as enjoyed by others” (p. 
36).   
Inclusion in charter schools.  Federal law mandates that students with 
disabilities have the right to access the general education classroom and curriculum in all 
public schools.  As schools of choice, charter schools are also responsible for providing 
free appropriate public education in the LRE, ensuring that students with disabilities are 
provided special education programs, services, supports, and specialized academic 
instruction to students with special needs (Garda, 2012; Lake 2010).  For some charter 
schools, the inclusion of students with disabilities can be costly to support, as the charter 
school or system is subject to the costs of the contracted district, which can be expensive 
and difficult to negotiate (O’Neill & Rhim, 2015).  Charters who operate as their own 
LEA and do not contract with districts to fund the necessary resources frequently lack the 
capacity to hire experienced and trained staff with special education expertise that can 
support the needs of students with disabilities in an inclusive setting.  O’Neill and Rhim 
(2015) recommended that charter schools without district affiliation network with other 
agencies and organizations to build stronger systems to support students with disabilities 
and further suggested that those charters with district affiliation communicate and 
collaborate with the contracted district to ensure appropriate services and supports are 
being provided.  
Gross and Lake (2014) conducted a study on two charter schools, one in New 
York and the other in Denver, both with similar philosophies on educating students with 
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disabilities using a “high expectations, no excuse model” (p. 4).  The administrators 
indicated their philosophy made them a perfect fit for students with special needs because 
their educational model is individualized specific to each student’s academic needs.  
They adapted their learning model to address individual needs and skill levels for 
students with special needs.  Gross and Lake (2014) concluded that the challenges these 
two programs faced included the general education teachers’ lack of experience in 
dealing with emotional and behavioral outbursts in the classroom setting, as well as these 
teachers’ inability to modify and differentiate classroom instruction for learners at all 
levels.  
Inclusion and independent study charter schools.  Special education practices 
and IEP services were originally designed for traditional public school settings; hence, 
they may be difficult to adapt to non-traditional schools including independent study 
schools.  However, under IDEA (2004), regardless of their instruction delivery model or 
the severity of a students’ disability, charter schools are required to provide equal access 
to students with disabilities.  According to the California Charter Schools Association 
(2015), “while all charter schools are required to accept students with disabilities, there 
are special considerations for charter schools that operate exclusively as independent 
study programs” (p. 1).  California Education Code Section 51745c requires that upon 
enrollment, students with disabilities have an IEP that specifically indicates that the 
independent study program is an appropriate setting.  It further states for students lacking 
this provision in their IEP, the school is required to convene an IEP process team to 
review and discuss the appropriateness of the placement.  If the IEP team deems 
independent study appropriate, then they must offer their program as free and appropriate 
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education, agreeing to provide supplementary services and supports.  For students the 
IEP team does not find to be good candidates for independent study, the team is obligated 
to discuss and provide alternative education options.  
Preparing General Education Teachers to Teach Students with Disabilities  
Throughout the equal rights movement for special education students, the focus 
has primarily been on preparing special education teachers to meet the challenge of 
providing an equitable education for students with disabilities.  Less attention has been 
paid to preparing general education teachers for inclusive classrooms (Blanton, Pugach, 
& Florian, 2011).  Cavendish, Harry, Menda, Espinosa, and Mahotiere (2012) found that 
many general education teachers felt they were underprepared and not able to meet the 
needs of special needs in their general education classroom, believing these students 
would be better served in separate special education classrooms.  Giangreco and Doyle 
(2000) noted:  
attitudes, decisions, and actions of general education teachers are critical factors 
in determining the success of a student with a disability in the regular education 
classroom. The general education teacher may be the single most important 
school staff member in determining the success of a student with disabilities in 
the general education classrooms. (p. 55) 
 
Giangreco and Doyle (2000) also identified that many general education teachers agreed 
that a student with special needs has the right to attend a general education setting and 
welcomed them into their classrooms; however, these teachers believe the responsibility 
for directly teaching students with disabilities belongs to special education teachers 
because they have the training and skills for individualizing and differentiating 
instruction.   
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Antonak and Larrivee (1995) found that one of the most important factors 
impeding students receiving equitable access to the general education classroom is the 
perception general education teachers have regarding students with disabilities.  In their 
study looking at the perceptions of general education teachers towards inclusion, Van 
Laarhoven et al. (2007) reported that these teachers perceived that students with 
disabilities negatively impacted the learning of others, the needs of students with 
disabilities were better served in the special education classroom, and special education 
teachers have better training to serve the special education population.  According to 
Lopez, Monteiro, and Sil (2004), students with special needs “present serious challenges 
to teachers because they are difficult, time consuming and frustrating” (p. 413).  Such 
negative perceptions frequently prevent teachers from accommodating the learning needs 
of students with disabilities in their classrooms, and, as a result, teachers may be less 
likely to implement the supports outlined in an IEP (Avramidis, Bayliss, & Burden, 
2000).  
As noted in the prior stream, for schools to have successful inclusion, a key 
element is the positive attitudes of teachers towards inclusion (Clampit, Holifield, & 
Nichols, 2004; Osgood, 2005). A plethora of studies on teacher attitudes toward inclusion 
have shown that teacher attitudes towards special education students is correlated with 
the amount of special education training they have received (Blanton, Pugach, & Boveda, 
2014; Blanton et al., 2011; Bruns & Mogharreban, 2007; Conderman & Johnson-
Rodriguez, 2009; Pugach & Blanton; 2009; Subban & Sharma, 2006; Van Reusen, 
Shoho, & Barker, 2001).  Hines (2001) found that one of the most influential elements 
that shaped the perceptions of general education teachers towards the inclusion of 
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students with disabilities is whether they had specific training and special education 
coursework that prepared them to support special education students.   
Allday et al. (2013) noted that if general education teachers are to successfully 
include students with disabilities into their classrooms, then pre-service teacher programs 
need to adjust their coursework to educate general education graduates on working with 
the special needs population.  Their study examined 109 bachelor degree pre-service 
teaching programs designed for elementary school teachers.  Their results indicated that 
many teacher preparation programs do provide some type of instruction related to 
students with disabilities, but many provided an overview of disabilities in general or 
taught behavior management techniques.  Few programs focused on how to differentiate 
instruction for students with special needs or presented how to work collaboratively with 
special education teachers.  
Blanton et al. (2014) found that the revision of general education teaching 
programs has long been a concern, even during the teacher education reform in the 1990s.  
Many pre-service teacher programs provide limited special education training and require 
only limited special education coursework; often times general education teacher 
candidates are required to take a single special education course (Voltz, 2003).  Heiman 
(2001) found that at least one special education course in a teacher preparation program 
does impact a teachers’ positive perception of inclusion.  Conversely, Shade and Stewart 
(2001) found that while the limited amount of coursework for general education teachers 
dedicated to special education can be beneficial, requiring only one course was 
insufficient to prepare teachers for inclusion.  Agran and Alper (2000) noted that general 
education teachers need increased special education coursework that emphasizes 
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differentiated instruction, individualized instruction, and learning how to implement 
classroom modifications and accommodations for students with disabilities.   
Many studies emphasize the need for special education and general education 
teacher programs to work together to develop strategies to measure student attainment 
and hold teachers accountable for student learning.  Hardman, McDonald, and Welch 
(1998) explained: 
The reality is that general nor special education alone has the capacity to respond 
to the growing diversity in the schools that includes students with disabilities, 
children from diverse backgrounds and students who are at risk of school failure. 
Collaboration is a key to raising expectations and increasing the performance of 
all students. (p. 10) 
 
Pugach, Blanton, and Florian (2012) suggested that teacher preparation programs 
needed to examine new ways of “collaboration across the spectrum of pre-service teacher 
education” (p. 184).  Blanton et al. (2014) recommended, “teacher education programs in 
general and special education should be a collaborative enterprise among the faculty in 
general and special education” (p. 40).  Their research further concluded that special and 
general teaching programs can learn from one another by drawing from the expertise of 
faculty and should “capitalize on the research strengths of both general and special 
education by including what has been learned (e.g., evidence-based instructional 
practices for students with disabilities in special education, teacher education curriculum 
in general education” (p. 35) in order to better prepare teacher to work collaboratively 
together to support the needs of students with disabilities in the regular classroom.  They 
also recommended that an intersection of coursework would better provide general 
education teachers more opportunities to focus on intervention strategies for students 
with disabilities and better prepare them to differentiate instruction for all learners.  
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Special education teachers play an important role in supporting general 
education teachers’ preparation for including students with disabilities in their 
classrooms.  Coskun et al. (2009) found that general education teachers attributed their 
lack of preparation to not having access to well trained special education staff who are 
available to train them on how to accommodate and modify instruction to adequately 
meet student needs.  Voltz (2003) found that although general educators provide 
instruction for all students, he believes supporting instruction with developing IEPs and 
providing accommodations, modifications, and individualizing instruction so special 
education students can be successful in the general education curriculum belongs to the 
special education teacher.  Special education teachers are tasked with developing 
academic and behavioral supports that enhance student learning in the general education 
classroom.  For special education teachers to work effectively with general education 
teachers, special educators also need to have a strong foundation in the general education 
curriculum to make it accessible for students with disabilities (Blanton et al., 2011).  Orr 
(2009) concluded that special education teachers needed to be effective communicators 
and be able to work collaboratively with their general education colleagues in planning 
and implementing strategies that allow students with disabilities to thrive in the general 
education setting.  
Soodak and Podell (1998) found that general education teachers are more likely to 
feel capable of accommodating the learning needs of students with disabilities when their 
administration encourages inclusion and provides opportunities for collaboration and 
teamwork with special education teachers.  They are more likely to include students with 
disabilities in their classrooms when they believe the practice is supported by their 
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administration.  Voltz (2003) suggested that administrators need to support 
collaboration between special and general education teachers by modeling collaborative 
decision making and providing adequate time for planning and collaboration to occur.  
Lack of instructional materials, resources, assistive technology, and classroom 
supplies has been found to contribute to general education teachers’ negative views of 
inclusion (Abbott, 2006; Coskun et al., 2009).  DeSimone and Parmar (2006) found that 
general education teachers in schools with high levels of administrative support had more 
positive experiences with students with disabilities and had positive attitudes towards 
inclusion.  Synder (1999) noted that administrators were also responsible for providing 
frequent and substantial training and professional development for general education 
teachers to equip them with being able to support special education students.  Ryan 
(2009) found that when specialized trainings for working with students with disabilities 
are not offered, it can bring about “tension, stress and strain for both teachers and 
students alike in inclusive settings” (p. 189).  
The preparation of general education teachers is not limited to any one type of 
public school setting.  The research transcends public schools, charter schools, and 
alternative programs alike.  Allday et al. (2013) identified four global categories general 
education teachers need to have to be prepared to include children with disabilities in the 
general education classroom.   
First teachers should possess a basic knowledge of the characteristics of students 
with disabilities and understanding of their role and responsibility in the special 
education process. Second, teachers must understand how to differentiate 
instruction to meet the needs of students with various abilities. A third global 
knowledge base is effective classroom management strategies to promote 
academic engagement and pro-social behavior. Finally, to do this well, teachers 
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need to learn strategies to communicate and collaborate effectively with special 
education teachers. (p. 300) 
 
Special Education in Charter Schools  
Charters schools, as previously noted, are public schools run by groups of parents, 
teachers, and administrators and are under contract with local or state school boards.  One 
of the purposes behind the creation of charter schools was to provide parents with more 
school options to meet their child’s individual needs.  Charter schools are granted 
freedom from certain regulations in exchange for the promise of favorable student 
outcomes, such as improved test scores, attendance rates, and dropout rates (Lange, 
Rhim, Morando, & Ahearn, 2008).  Although charter schools have freedom from 
regulations, they are not exempt from ensuring that the rights of children with disabilities 
are protected within their schools.  
IDEA (2004) offers students with disabilities access to general education settings 
and curriculum, and because charter schools are defined as public schools that receive 
federal tax money, they are required to grant enrollment to students with special needs 
(Lake & Gross, 2012; Winters, 2014).  Parents of special education students are now 
enrolling their children in charter schools hoping that their instructional approaches and 
methods will provide a free and appropriate education and prove to be a better 
educational fit for their children (Lake, 2010).  Miron and Urschel (2010) noted that 
special education within charter schools is inherently challenged due to the autonomous 
and deregulated design of charter schools and the highly regulated and monitored system 
of special education.  
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Enrollment gaps of students with disabilities.  Nationwide charter schools 
serve proportionately fewer special education students than their traditional school 
counterparts (Drame, 2011; Gross & Lake, 2014; Lake & Gross, 2011; Winters, 2013, 
2014).  Students with IEPs have been less likely to attend charter schools than traditional 
schools (Gross & Lake, 2014).  According to Winters (2014), the low number of students 
with disabilities may be attributed to different factors including: exclusionary admission 
practices, special education identification, and parent choice.  Charter school critics claim 
that charters intentionally keep out students with disabilities by creating exclusionary 
enrollment practices, while proponents believe that special education labels are no longer 
necessary once a student with a disability is educated within charter school settings.   
Gross and Lake (2014) noted that in regard to the enrollment of students with 
disabilities, some charter school administrators cited lack of special education resources 
and personnel able to meet the individualized needs of students with disabilities, and 
therefore, these administrators do not enroll students with IEPs.  Other administrators 
reported that upon enrollment, some parents do not disclose that their child has an IEP.  
Research has suggested that some students with disabilities have been “counseled out” of 
charter schools because (a) of a lack of certified special education teachers, (b) of a lack 
of ongoing training for general education teachers, and (c) administrators lack the 
knowledge of special education laws that protect the rights of students with disabilities 
(Drame, 2011; Drame & Frattura, 2011; Estes, 2004, 2009).  Lake and Gross (2012) 
noted that some parents of students with disabilities receive intentional and unintentional 
messages that their children are not welcome when they attempt to enroll them in a 
charter school.  Gross and Lake (2014) concluded that although exclusionary practices 
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exist, they do not explain the enrollment gap as clearly as special education 
identification and parent choice does.  
Winters (2014) studied charter schools in New York City and found that, in 
general, most of the charters moved the special education students they received from 
traditional schools programs off of IEPs and into the regular classroom.  In one particular 
school, the motto was to individualize instruction for all students whether they had an 
IEP or not.  In another study, Christensen and Rainey (2009) identified a school that 
created individualized education plans for all of their students so teachers would be better 
able to facilitate individualized student instruction and supports.  Gross (2011) found that 
charter schools, to be able to provide individualized education, “rely on smaller size, 
smaller classes, and more time to enable teachers and administrators to individualized 
and customize learning approaches for their students” (p. 5).  Charter schools that remove 
special education labels claim that their ability to provide innovative classroom design 
(such as smaller class size) and individualized teaching approaches (including more one-
to-one instruction) are addressing and supporting all students in mainstreamed classrooms 
(Angelov & Bateman, 2016; Lake & Gross, 2012).  Winters (2014) found that schools 
that removed special education labels applied strong intervention strategies throughout 
their programs and believed that integration of all students protected students from the 
“stigma of special education and included all students in the same culture of high 
expectations” (p. 4).  
Another factor attributed to the small number of special needs students in their 
charter schools may be that a lack of adequate information is provided to parents of 
children with disabilities.  Many parents are unaware that charter schools are equipped to 
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serve students with special needs and therefore do not enroll them (Gross & Lake, 
2014; Winters, 2014).  Winters (2014) conducted a study examining enrollment data of 
New York City charter schools and concluded that the enrollment gap is primarily due to 
parents choosing traditional school programs, because they are reluctant to leave the 
traditional school special education programs due to the uncertainty of what can be 
provided in an alternative charter school setting.  Gross and Lake (2014) concluded that 
inadequate information and misinformation impact parents of students with disabilities 
and limit their ability to choose charter schools to educate their children.  
Student populations and instructional approaches.  As a part of the initial 
charter application, charter schools are expected to provide a definition of “who they are, 
who they will serve, and the educational programs they will adopt” (Gross, 2011, p. 4).  
Unlike traditional schools, charter schools are more likely to focus their “educational 
designs on specific missions and populations: adapt their school day and year to meet the 
needs of their students; customize their programs to help struggling students; and bring 
college-prep courses to inner-city students” (Lake, 2008, p. 4).  Charters across the nation 
have diversity in populations, specializations, and instructional approaches; some target 
disadvantaged youth while others seek to serve advantaged and high achieving students.  
Gross (2011) conducted a study of over 48 charter schools across six states that revealed 
that more than half the schools targeted their program to a specific group of students: 
immigrant children, returning dropout students, native Hawaiian students, and African 
American students in low-socio economic neighborhoods.  Unlike traditional schools, 
charter schools have more flexibility in the population of students they serve and can 
  
40 
specialize in varieties of educational approaches, structures, and programs that meet 
the needs of their targeted students.  
There are also charter schools that exist whose mission is to exclusively educate 
students with disabilities.  Lake and Gross (2011) noted that throughout the country there 
are over 70 charter schools that predominantly serve students with disabilities. Mead 
(2007) reported that charter schools who seek to educate special education students 
specifically were started due to parents wanting more options for their special needs 
children than other charter schools provided.  According to Lake and Gross (2011), it can 
be argued that special education charter schools violate the rights of students with 
disabilities to be educated in the least restrictive environment (LRE) in accordance with 
their right to access a FAPE.  
Gross (2011) found that many charter schools practice traditional approaches, and 
classroom instruction is similar to that at traditional public schools; they adopt similar 
textbook curriculum and pacing guides used in public schools and use similar classroom 
instructional models.  As charters are notably known for innovative instructional 
approaches, Christensen and Rainey (2009) found that in general, many charters are able 
to provide more flexibility to pick and choose a variety of methods and instructional 
models that can be individualized and modified upon changing student needs.  To meet a 
wide variety of student needs, some charter schools go beyond the traditional model of 
approaches and provide alternative programs to meet the unique needs of struggling 
students.  For example, some charter schools serve pregnant teens, teen parents, credit-
deficient students, returning dropouts, working students, and overall those who have 
struggled with the traditional school structure.  Some of these programs operate outside 
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the traditional confines of charter school classrooms and offer students non-classroom-
based instruction to meet their needs.   
Independent study charter schools.  Charter schools are authorized to provide 
independent study programs as voluntary placements through the use of non-classroom-
based instruction that does not require students to take classes daily with other students 
(California Charter Schools Association, 2015).  In Sacramento County alone, there are 
currently nine independent study charter schools available to students who need an 
alternative setting to meet their educational needs (California Department of Education, 
2015b).  To participate in this type of voluntary charter school placement, parents and 
students sign master agreements, agreeing to terms of enrollment, including attendance, 
meeting teacher appointments, completion of work, and codes of conduct.  To maintain 
enrollment, independent study charter students must follow a minimum weekly 
attendance requirement: 180 minutes for kindergarten, 230-240 minutes for grades 1-3, 
and 240 minutes for grades 4-12 (California Charter Schools Association, 2015).  
Independent study charter schools are open to all students who choose to enroll, including 
students with disabilities.  California Education Code outlines for special education 
students to enroll in an independent study program, an IEP team must convene to 
determine the appropriateness of the placement and whether or not related services and 
supports are available at the school to meet the student’s needs (51745(c)).  Independent 
study charter schools can be appropriate placements for students with special needs 
because they have the ability to provide one-to-one teacher student relationships, create 
flexible settings, and individualize student instruction (California Charter Schools 
Association, 2015).  However, no studies were identified that specifically looked at the 
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success of independent study charter schools to meet the needs of students with 
disabilities.  
Successful charter schools.  Gross and Lake (2014) identified specific schools, 
in cities with large numbers of charter schools including New York City, Denver, and 
New Orleans, that developed special education collaboratives, co-ops, and district 
partnerships to support the needs of students with disabilities in their programs.  Public 
charter school networks come in different forms and are “essentially multiple schools 
affiliated with the same third-party educational service provider (ESP)” and these 
providers may either be “nonprofit organizations or for-profit companies” that “offer 
resources, expertise, and centralized services to support their affiliated public charter 
school” (O’Neill & Rhim, 2015, p. 6).  According to Gross and Lake (2014), funding 
structures and partnerships are necessary to make sure charter schools develop 
sustainable interventions and innovative instruction for special education students.   
One school in Gross and Lake’s (2014) study applied for specific grants to 
develop a technology-focused curriculum to support the needs of special education 
students in the general education classroom.  While another school had a successful 
charter-district partnership that enabled them to share specialized resources and services, 
including special education teachers and service providers across their programs.  This 
unique partnership also allowed the charter school teachers to attend district-funded 
professional development and trainings specific to the instruction and management of 
students with disabilities and provided access to a special education coordinator that 
supported the scaffolding of educational material, student assessments, and student 
monitoring (Gross & Lake, 2014).  Other charter schools, including a California-based 
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college preparatory charter school headquartered in Oakland, have created partnerships 
with local universities to train and support special education staff working in the general 
education classroom.  
O’Neill and Rhim (2015) noted that charter school networks are an important part 
of providing students with disabilities access to high-quality education and services.  
They found that “public charter school networks that build and promote innovative 
special education programs as a core feature of their schools’ design offer the promise of 
equity at scale for students with disabilities who choose to enroll in public charter 
schools” (p. 13).  Research indicates that when charter schools band together in networks, 
they can overcome the challenges they face when enrolling students with disabilities 
(Gross & Lake, 2014; Lake & Gross, 2012; O’Neill & Rhim, 2015).   
Challenges.  Gross (2011) noted that charter schools who serve high-needs 
students are challenged with staff instability and teacher attrition.  According to Stuit and 
Smith (2009), about 25% of charter school teachers leave their school each year.  Gross 
(2011) attributed this loss to the challenge teachers endure working with special needs 
populations and the lack of clarity over their job descriptions.  Many charter school 
teachers feel they lack the requisite skills and expertise to teach students with disabilities 
and feel unprepared to serve them appropriately (Drame, 2011; Estes, 2004, 2009).  
Charter schools often lack highly trained teachers with special education expertise and do 
not have the resources to distribute special education staff and concentrate a variety of 
services throughout their schools like public school districts can (Miron & Urschel, 
2010).  Gross and Lake (2014) noted that many charter schools fail due to the lack of 
resources and ill-prepared personnel to adequately support the academic needs of all 
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learners, especially those with disabilities.  Charter schools without adequately trained 
teachers and special education support have little financial incentive to enroll students 
with disabilities; the liability and cost of having special education students is high, while 
the financial incentives are low (Lake & Gross, 2012).  
Summary 
Students with disabilities have historically been excluded from gaining access to 
the general education classroom.  Their parents have fought tirelessly to provide them an 
education that is comparable to their non-disabled peers.  Legislation has been developed 
and reauthorized throughout the past several decades to meet the needs of students with 
disabilities and provide them a FAPE in the least restrictive environment.  IDEA (2004) 
suggests that the general education classroom should be considered the least restrictive 
environment; therefore, IEPs need to be developed to provide supplementary services and 
supports to ensure that students with disabilities are included in the general education 
setting.  
Research indicates that teachers’ attitudes and perceptions towards the inclusion 
of students with disabilities into the general education classroom may impact the 
successful implementation of this practice in schools.  Literature suggests that general 
education teacher preparation programs should include specific coursework that 
addresses special education law and practice to better equip new general education 
teachers.  Collaboration between general education and special education teachers is also 
a critical component to support the learning of special education students in the general 
education setting.  General education teachers indicate that access to special education 
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teachers is a key factor in their ability to support students with disabilities in their 
classrooms.  
Research indicates that the autonomy of charter schools does not allow them to 
exclude special education students from their programs.  They are also subject to 
implementing inclusive practices to all students with disabilities and, unlike traditional 
public schools, have more flexibility to do so.  General education teachers in charter 
schools also benefit from collaborative practices and additional training to support the 
needs of students with disabilities in their classrooms.  The literature reviewed indicates 
that charter schools face challenges when enrolling students with disabilities into their 
programs; however, little is known specifically about the challenges general and special 
education teachers and administrators face when including students with disabilities in 
independent study charter schools. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
As alternative public educational providers, charter schools are responsible for 
providing free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to all children with disabilities 
under IDEA (2004).  They are required to ensure that students with disabilities are 
educated in the least restrictive environment and provided individualized special 
education services and supports and, where needed, a formal IEP.  While some charter 
schools may lack the infrastructure and specialized supports that traditional public school 
districts have established to educate students with disabilities, they are still obligated to 
enroll special education students and provide individualized educational services.   
This case study sought to understand the challenges faced by general education 
teachers, special education teachers, and administrators in an independent school setting 
as well as the adequacy of their preparation to support students with disabilities in this 
setting.  Challenges for educating students with disabilities in an independent study 
school setting, such as implementing IEPs, accommodating learning needs, and providing 
accommodations were explored. 
The following research questions guided the research: 
1. How do independent study charter school educators describe their experiences 
teaching students with disabilities?  
2. What challenges do independent study charter school educators face when 
supporting students with disabilities?  
  
47 
3. How do independent study charter school educators describe their 
preparedness to support the individualized needs of students with disabilities?  
A detailed description of the research design and rationale, site and population, methods, 
and ethical considerations are offered in the following sections of this chapter.  
Research Design and Rationale 
This qualitative study used a case study methodology (Stake, 2005).  Case study 
research is relative and relies on examining the life experiences of those being researched 
(Stake, 2005).  Inquiry in case study research “relies on multiple sources of evidence” 
and is “oriented toward a realist perspective, which assumes the existence of a single 
reality that is independent of any observer” (Creswell, 2012, p. 17).  Yin (2014) further 
explained that a case study approach offered “empirical inquiry that investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon in depth and within a real-world context” (p. 16). 
In the present study, the researcher sought to understand the teachers’ and 
administrators’ perceptions and experiences with educating students with disabilities in a 
single independent study charter school.  Stake (2005) described this approach to case 
study as acquiring an understanding of the complexities of a phenomenon.  When 
conducting a qualitative method, Creswell (2012) explained that researchers “need to 
learn more from participants through exploration” (p. 16).  The case study methodology 
was appropriate because it promoted a better understanding of the experiences of the 
charter school educators in a single bounded system and considered their experiences in 
supporting special education students and the challenges faced in this process.   
For this study, the phenomenon under investigation was how independent study 
educators provided appropriate individualized services to students with disabilities 
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learning in an independent study setting with four separate sites all within a single 
bounded charter school system.  Yin’s (2014) case study design consisting of collecting 
information from participant interviews, observations, and physical artifacts was utilized. 
Studying the experiences of students with disabilities enrolled in independent 
study charter schools is a relatively new phenomenon, and the researcher specifically 
sought to understand if the experiences teachers and administrators encountered were 
socially, culturally, and historically constructed in this alternative charter school setting.  
Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) have suggested that reality is, “socially constructed, that 
individuals develop subjective meanings of their own personal experience and that this 
gives way to multiple meanings” (p. 29).  Toward this outcome, the researcher explored 
the participants’ reality through interviews, observations, and collection of artifacts 
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  
The remainder of this chapter describes the site and population that was studied.  
It then provides a detailed methodology section that reviews the triangulated data 
sources—interviews, observations, and collect of artifacts.  Finally, it concludes by 
describing how the researcher assured the research was conducted ethically.  
Site and Population 
Population Description  
The population for this study included the general education teachers and school 
administrators as well as the district-assigned special education teachers working at a 
charter school with multiple sites within a single charter school organization in Northern 
California.  Specifically, study participants included 16 participants in total; 12 general 
education teachers (assuring there was at least one from each of the four school sites), 
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two administrators, and two special education teachers employed by the district 
participated.  One specification for the two special education teachers who provided 
specialized academic instruction to directly support the special needs of students with 
disabilities enrolled at this independent study charter school was that they had worked at 
one of the sites for at least a year.  Another specification for the general education 
teachers who participated was that they had worked at this independent study charter 
school for at least one school year and had a teaching credential for their given title.  
Site Description  
This independent study charter school with its four sites served grades 7-12.  
According to the School Accountability Report Card (Elliot, 2012), the specific mission 
of this independent study charter school “is to provide high quality curriculum, 
instructional support, career exploration and vocational opportunities for students in their 
communities” (p. 1).  Across the four sites, there were 53 fully credentialed general 
education teachers serving over 800 students, with approximately 15% of those students 
being identified as having a disability that qualifies them for special education services.  
Site A had 22 teachers, Site B had three teachers, Site C had 20 teachers, and site D had 
eight teachers.  To ensure special education paperwork is compliant and students with 
disabilities have access to specialized academic services, the supervising school district 
funds four special education teachers to support the four independent study charter school 
campuses and the approximately 120 identified students with disabilities. 
During a student’s first week of enrollment in this independent study school, they 
were given an English and math placement test; the scores on these assessments 
determined their weekly lab assignments (math lab, English lab, common core lab).  
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Students with high-test scores did not have to attend labs but are required to meet with 
their assigned teacher a minimum of one hour a week.  All students were required to meet 
one day a week with their assigned teacher and the length of the appointment time varied 
depending on student need.  During these meetings, students were given their weekly 
assignments (for each subject) and received one-on-one instruction by their teacher.  
Open labs were also available on each campus to support students who required more 
assistance with their weekly work; however, students were not mandated to attend.  
Students were expected to have all their assignments completed in the week prior to their 
next teacher appointment; two weeks of missed appointments or lack of work completion 
could result in the student being dropped from the program.  
The schools have an open enrollment policy by which students enter the 
independent study program on a 30-day trial period to determine if the placement is 
appropriate and if the student can meet the contractual guidelines of attendance and work 
completion.  The special education students in attendance at the time of the study had 
been mostly identified as having mild to moderate disabilities, although a limited number 
of students with moderate to severe disabilities appeared to attend as well.  
Site Access 
The researcher was employed by the public school district that directly supported 
the bounded charter school system being studied.  She was not a direct employee of the 
charter school or sites, although she had a collegial relationship with both administrators 
and teachers.  Access to the sites and staff had the formal approval by the Director of 
Special Education for the district, as well as by the CEO/Superintendent of the Charter 
School System (see Appendices A & B).  To gain access to these sites, the researcher 
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contacted the principal for the four school campuses to secure permission to schedule 
interviews with the key staff members (general education teachers, special education 
teachers, and administrators). 
Research Methods 
Description of Methods Used 
This case study research utilized three data-gathering methods including one-on-
one semi-structured interviews, observations of the participants during their interviews, 
and collection of artifacts.  The three methods allowed for triangulation of the data and 
strengthened the validity of the findings (Creswell, 2013, p. 251).  The following sections 
detail the methods used for data collection, incorporating a discussion of instrument 
description, participant identification and invitation, participant selection, and data 
collection for each method. 
One-on-one semi-structured interviews.  Sixteen participants in total 
participated in the study: 12 general education teachers, two administrators, and two 
special education teachers employed by the district.  A total of 16 face-to-face interviews 
were conducted.  The interviews were conducted using the protocol developed to support 
the overarching research questions (see Appendix C).  
Instrument description.  Semi-structured interviews, 45-75 minutes in length, 
were conducted with open-ended questions, which encouraged in-depth, rich dialogue.  
Additional probes emerged during the conversations and assured further detail that 
deepened the responses from the interviewees.  Initial questions addressed the 
participants’ current role in the independent charter school and gathered information on 
their years of service, certifications, and training.  Open-ended questions focused on the 
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participants’ experiences working with special education students at the independent 
study charter school sites to understand their preparation and ongoing training for 
working with the special needs population as well as their specific experiences in this 
alternative school setting.  
Participant selection.  The researcher randomly selected the charter school 
participants with the approval of the CEO/superintendent.  All the general education 
teachers in the independent study charter school were invited to participate and the first 
12 who met the qualifications of the study, provided representation across the four school 
sites, and volunteered to participate were interviewed.  Participants qualified for 
participation if they had worked in this independent study charter school for at least one 
full academic year with students with disabilities in some capacity.  All independent 
study charter school administrators (five in total) were invited to participate and the first 
two to volunteer to participate were interviewed.  The two special education teachers 
from the district participated.  The general education teachers, administrators, and special 
education teachers were interviewed at their respective school sites or a location of their 
choice.  
Identification and invitation.  A letter of invitation requesting participants to 
voluntarily participate in this study was sent to all potential subjects (see Appendix D).  
Volunteers were then selected based on meeting the stated qualifications, assuring 
representation of the four sites and on a first-responded, first-selected basis.  
Once the researcher identified the volunteer participants, a phone call was made 
to each participant to personally review the purpose of the study.  The commitment for 
participation and the important elements of consent were reviewed in this call.  Each 
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participant was provided a consent form, which explained the process for 
confidentiality, privacy, and their right to withdrawal from the study at any time (see 
Appendix E).  Prior to the start of the interview, the consent form was formally reviewed 
and verbal consent obtained.  
Data collection.  One-on-one interviews, 45-75 minutes in length were 
conducted.  Each interview was held in a location convenient for the participant (school 
site, unless otherwise requested by the participant) in a face-to-face manner in a 
distraction-free environment that assured confidentiality.  The consent process, including 
the contents of the form, was reviewed in person prior to the start of the interview 
process, and the anonymity of their involvement was explained.  Once participant verbal 
consent was granted, the interview commenced.  
During the interviews, the researcher used the planned open-ended questions and 
probing follow-up questions to guide the conversation.  Each interview was audio-
recorded using two devices to ensure no data were subject to loss.  Each recording was 
transcribed verbatim.  The transcriptions of the interviews, along with interviewer notes 
made during the conversation, became the basis for coding and analysis.  
The recordings were stored on an encrypted drive and were kept in a secured, 
locked cabinet.  Each recording was transcribed and identified only with pseudonyms to 
protect the confidentiality of the participants.  
Observation.  The researcher kept a journal to record observations she deemed 
relevant during the course of the interviews.  Journal notes were made during the 
recorded interviews, and the researcher reflected on these journal entries following the 
interviews.  
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Instrument description.  Observations were made during the interview process 
at each school site and with each participant.  The researcher explained the purpose of 
note-taking during the course of the interviews.  Notes were written to describe 
participants’ body language and nonverbal responses to the questions using the 
researchers journal.  Again, participants were only identified by pseudonyms during the 
journaling process to assure anonymity.    
Participation selection.  Observations were made during all of the interviews with 
administrators and teachers who were selected in the process described in detail in the 
section on “interviews.” 
Identification and invitation.  Observations occurred during the interview 
interactions of all participants.  Participants were informed during the consent process 
that written observations would occur during the interview process.  
Data collection.  Observations included notes made during interactions with the 
participants via phone conversations, emails, and face-to-face communication.  The notes 
were used by the researcher to inform the coding and analysis process and allowed the 
researcher to incorporate her perceptions.  
Artifacts.  For this study, a variety of artifacts were requested from the interview 
participants.  Physical and cultural artifacts were collected to add to the richness of the 
study (Yin, 2014).  The participants were asked to bring artifacts that represented their 
independent study charter school (e.g., their charter, training manuals, or job descriptions, 
etc.) and reflected activities they did with their students with disabilities (lessons or 
related special education documents).  No pictures of students or documents with specific 
student information were shared.  
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Instrument description.  Artifacts were photocopied or photographed and 
returned immediately to the participants.  
Participation selection.  The researcher requested specific artifacts from the 
participants related to their school site and evidence of work they did with students with 
disabilities.  Some items were directly requested (e.g., a blank sample agreement/contract 
and special education training documentations) while other artifacts will be left to the 
participant’s discretion.  
Identification and invitation.  The researcher contacted the educators and 
administrators who agreed to participate in interviews with a follow-up phone call. 
During the call, the researcher requested that the participants bring artifacts that reflected 
the work they did with special education students.  Participants were requested to remove 
all student names from the documents prior to sharing.  
Data collection.  The researcher took a picture of each of the artifacts provided; 
these were maintained on an encrypted drive and identified only by the participants’ 
pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality.  
Data Analysis Procedures 
The interviews conducted were transcribed verbatim and the emerging themes of 
the educators’ and administrators’ experiences highlighted through analysis and coding.  
The transcripts from the interviews and observations were reviewed multiple times to 
explore the emerging themes.  Artifacts provided by the participants were analyzed to add 
to the emerging themes and findings.  Supporting and contrasting information provided 
during the interviews and observations and evident in reviewing artifacts were noted.  
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The interviews and field notes in the researcher’s journal were also converted 
into text data.  Commonly in case studies, the researcher will code data prior to 
developing themes (Yin, 2014).  Therefore, to get a sense of the whole study, the 
transcriptions were read carefully and coded to identify the relationship and themes 
emerging from the interviews (Creswell, 2012).  In Vivo coding was initially employed 
to analyze the contexts within each transcription (Saldaña, 2013).  During the coding 
process, the researcher generated a description of the participants and extracted meaning 
from the findings.  Their descriptive words were coded and used to develop concepts and 
themes.  
A secondary cycle of coding utilized pattern coding.  Miles and Huberman (1994) 
described pattern codes as “explanatory or inferential codes, ones that identify an 
emergent theme, configuration or explanation” (p. 69).  The respondents’ interviews were 
coded during this cycle to look for patterns from the data.  Going through the data a 
second time helped to further analyze materials and resources to gain more meaningful 
descriptions, and during this process, themes emerged.  
The researcher’s notes were also coded to further inform the themes that emerged 
through the conversations on supporting students with disabilities.  Field notes, artifacts, 
in addition to the researcher’s journal notes, were reviewed, coded, and analyzed to 
further inform the research.  The information from the experiences and challenges of the 
participants were then synthesized and compared to the themes established in the 
literature.  
Validity.  The researcher took an active role in the collection and interpretation of 
the case study research.  To decrease threats to credibility, this researcher used multiple 
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sources for evidence and triangulated the data and themes that emerged (Yin, 2014).  
“By developing convergent evidence, triangulation helps to strengthen the construct 
validity of your case study” (Yin, 2014, p. 121).  According to Creswell (2012), 
“Triangulation is the process of corroborating evidence from different individuals, types 
of data, or methods of data collection in descriptions and themes in qualitative research” 
(p. 259).  The interpretations that emerged from this analysis served to help the researcher 
better understand her findings and provided a basis for the results discussed in the latter 
part of Chapter 4 and became the basis for conclusions offered in Chapter 5.  
Throughout the data collection, coding, and analysis phases of the research, the 
researcher engaged in self-reflection regarding her biases and assumptions as well as her 
relationship to the study, which could have a profound impact upon the study.  
Reflexivity through continual internal reflection was used to ensure data were sound and 
free of assumptions.  Research bias from both the researcher and the research design was 
examined to ensure the validity and reliability of the study.  
Timeline for data analysis and reporting.  The independent study charter 
schools offer year-round schooling; therefore, the interviews and data collection could be 
completed during the summer school session if needed.  Table 2 lists the timeline dates 
for data collection, analysis, and reporting.  
  
  
58 
Table 2 
Data Collection Timeline 
 
ACTION DATE 
Research Proposal January, 2016 
IRB Approval February, 2016 
Interviews and transcriptions February - April, 2016 
Data Analysis May - July, 2016 
Drafting of chapters 4 & 5 August - October, 2016 
Document Revisions November, 2016 
Dissertation Celebration December, 2016 
Graduation June, 2017 
 
 
Ethical Considerations 
 Due to the nature of this qualitative study on a small population, ethical issues 
may have included issues of privacy and confidentiality for the participants.  IRB 
approval was gained through Drexel University.  This process assured that the researcher 
offered adequate protection for the participants of this study.  To protect the identity of 
the participants, all the interview recordings and data collected were maintained on an 
encrypted drive.  Consent forms were provided and reviewed prior to the interview 
process with verbal consent being obtained.  The interview subjects were informed that 
they could withdraw from the study “at an time for any reason” upon their request; 
however, none did.  Participants were only identified by pseudonyms to protect their 
identities.   
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
As the population of students with disabilities increases in independent study 
charter schools, little is known about how independent study charter school educators are 
being prepared to provide individualized services and the requisite support for students 
with disabilities.  The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of teachers 
(both general education and special education) and administrators working in 
independent study charter school settings to understand the challenges they face and the 
adequacy of their preparation and instruction to support students with disabilities.  
Participant Overview  
The participants in this study were all employed at one of the four sites of an 
independent study charter school serving grades 7-12.  There were 16 participants in 
total: 12 general education teachers, two administrators, and two special education 
teachers employed by the district.  The 16 participants included four males and 12 
females.  Ten of the educators had more than five years of experience working for the 
independent study charter school and five participants had less than five years, while one 
participant had only been employed for a year prior to the study.  
All participants had experience working in traditional settings prior to working at 
the independent study charter school and each held a credential related to their 
profession.  The two administrators held both teaching and administrative credentials, 
and prior to their role as administrators, they worked as general education teachers at the 
independent study charter school.  The two special education educators each had a special 
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education credential in addition to a multiple subject teaching credential and together 
had over 10 years of work experience with special education students throughout their 
careers.  
Table 3 provides an overview of the participants including their pseudonym, 
gender, years employed at the independent study charter school, and their current job 
title.  
 
Table 3 
Participant Overview 
Participant Gender Years  
Employed at 
the Charter  
Job Title 
1. Arden Male 10 Administrator 
2. Cole Female 8 Administrator 
3. Trina Female 6 General Education Teacher 
4. Chip Male  5 General Education Teacher 
5. Kady Female  2 General Education Teacher 
6. Jamie Female 8 General Education Teacher 
7. Nadia Female 8 General Education Teacher 
8. Humboldt Female 2 General Education Teacher 
9. Shirley Female 6 General Education Teacher 
10. Jules Male 2 General Education Teacher 
11. Saxon Female 2 General Education Teacher 
12. Marsha Female 2 General Education Teacher 
13. Annie Female 8 General Education Teacher 
14. Ricky Female 8 General Education Teacher 
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Table 3 (continued)   
Participant Gender Years  
Employed at the 
Charter  
Job Title 
15. Ricardo Male 1 Special Education Teacher 
16. Bobbie Female  6 Special Education Teacher 
 
 
Research Questions 
The following questions guided this research: 
1. How do independent study charter school educators describe their experiences 
teaching students with disabilities?  
2. What challenges do independent study charter school educators face when 
supporting students with disabilities?  
3. How do independent study charter school educators describe their preparedness 
to support the individualized needs of students with disabilities?  
Findings 
The findings presented in this chapter emerged from the analysis and coding of 
data drawn from the verbatim transcriptions of one-on-one interviews, a review of 
submitted artifacts, and the researcher’s journal, which was composed of the observations 
noted during the recorded interviews as well as reflections on the interviews.  The 
researcher drew from these multiple sources and triangulated the data to enhance the 
validity of the findings.  
The data were initially reviewed and analyzed using In Vivo coding.  Common 
words and phrases used frequently during the recorded interviews were identified and 
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condensed into categories.  The artifacts and researcher’s journal were coded similarly.  
Pattern coding was also used to identify trends, relationships, and patterns of the 
identified categories.  Labels were assigned to these categories and the categories were 
further analyzed to identify key themes that emerged from the voices of the participants 
as they expressed their personal experiences working with students with disabilities in 
their independent study charter school.  
Four themes emerged from this analysis: (a) individualized learning, (b) inclusive 
practices, (c) collaborative school culture, and (d) negative challenges.  Each of the 
themes and their related subthemes are illustrated in Figure 3.  
 
  
Figure 3. Graphical representation of themes and subthemes.  
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• Flexibility	  • One-­‐on-­‐One	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• Time	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Individualized Learning 
Each of the educators identified that their school provided a unique school setting 
that allowed for individualization of instruction and learning for all their students.  The 
educators explained emphatically that each student, general education and special 
education alike, were provided a customized education aligned to their grade level and 
academic ability.  Nadia described, “We can personalize our lessons and assignments for 
our students; I couldn’t do that at my other school.”  Ricky discussed her ability to 
individualize lessons for all students as “a unique situation in which I can tailor my 
lessons to where the students are, I mean I can literally meet them where they are and 
adjust accordingly either in my class or one-on-one.”  Each participant described the vast 
differences of instruction in the independent study charter school model from their 
experiences working in a traditional school.  
We’re different than traditional schools.  Our teachers have the ability to change 
educational programs and add to our curriculum using their creativity without 
using scripted lessons and structured lesson plans.  Teachers can individualize 
assignments, activities and projects to support student learning.  The ability to 
individualize really makes a difference for our population of students, keeps them 
engaged and gives them opportunities to succeed and not slip through the cracks.  
(Cole) 
  
Every one of the participants referred to their school as a unique learning 
environment able to provide an individualized education for each student enrolled.  Each 
participant described how their independent study charter school operated under a 
different set of parameters, which allowed them more freedom to individualize 
instruction and learning for their struggling students. 
Most of the general education teachers described how the independent study 
model provided them the ability to individualize lessons and accommodate weekly 
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student work, projects, and exams.  Saxon identified how her ability to individualize 
education made the independent study charter school “less scary” for students with 
disabilities.  While Bobbie agreed that the school provided individualized education for 
special education students, she argued, “the independent study charter school’s 
individualized learning approach does not allow for daily repetition and daily chunked 
learning opportunities that benefit students with disabilities.  Yes, they individualize but 
that’s not always the only thing that’s needed.”  Three sub-themes emerged that further 
clarified elements of individualized learning.  
Flexibility.  All participants identified that this independent study charter school 
provided flexibility in terms of time spent with all students and, more specifically, with 
scheduling and instruction.  When asked about the major differences in instruction 
between the traditional campus and the independent study charter school campus, each of 
the 12 general education participants unequivocally replied that their school provided 
them more flexibility to be creative with their instruction than any other campus where 
they had worked.  
Sometimes life gets in the way for my students; some take care of siblings, many 
have jobs and have to help support their families.  We are very flexible here to 
work with them where they are.  I might not see a kid for a week, but then they 
come the following week and I work with them.  Some of my kids had serious 
social phobias and anxiety at their other school and didn’t go to their classes so 
they got really behind.  Here I can work with them closely and adjust their 
environment and assignments. (Shirley) 
 
The two special education teachers and two administrators similarly 
acknowledged that the general education teachers in this environment have more 
flexibility to instruct and work with their special education students, and the educational 
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environment allows them to teach creatively.  Arden, one of the administrators 
described it as “outside of the box” teaching and instruction.  
We provide alternative curriculum if its needed.  Our teachers can adjust student 
schedules to support a student who works better in the mornings versus the 
afternoon or the reverse.  Weekly assignment sheets can be adjusted, work can be 
accommodated and modified, and if extra time and support is needed for special 
education students we definitely accommodate.  Teachers can differentiate their 
lessons and instruction; our program allows teachers to think outside of the box.  
 
Humboldt enthusiastically defined flexibility in her response, “Work with my 
general and special education students in a much smaller setting and differentiate the 
curriculum as I see fit, nowhere else was I able to do that!”  Ricky, a general education 
teacher, described one of the major differences between working in a traditional third 
grade classroom and the independent study charter school as having far more flexibility 
to adapt lessons and supplement materials.  She explained, “In the traditional classroom 
everything is very scripted, that’s what it was, scripted.  Here, I love that we have a 
curriculum that we follow but we can teach it in any way that’s going to help the student 
understand.”  Ten of the educators offered responses similar to Ricky’s description of the 
differences in instruction at a traditional school and the independent study charter school.  
Chip further suggested that teachers have far more flexibility at the charter because they 
can modify assignments and lessons to assist students and they have more opportunity to 
tailor lessons while still teaching to the state standards.  
For those students who need a modified curriculum, we can modify the general ed 
work or use other curriculum that meets state standards.  When working with 
some of my students, I’ve had to completely throw out some of the packet work 
and create my own assignments that addressed the standards but were easier for 
students to understand.  At my other school, I taught my lesson and those that 
didn’t get it basically failed.  I couldn’t stop for them.  I had a pacing guide to get 
through and had to keep going.  It’s not the same here. (Chip) 
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The flexibility to individualize lessons and the freedom to use creative 
approaches to teach the adopted curriculum was a unique difference they all appreciated 
and deemed necessary to be able to support the variety of learning abilities within their 
student population and not just specifically to special education students.  
One of the administrators, Cole, noted that teachers have flexibility over how they 
instruct their classrooms (called “labs” in this setting) and how they work with their 
students individually.  
Teachers have the freedom to change their educational program and have more 
leeway to be creative with their approaches and lesson design.  They can adjust 
their students’ instructional minutes to fit student needs and adjust their 
interventions when and if they are not working.  They can use Response to 
Intervention (RTI) techniques and accommodate student work and projects to 
ensure that each student, general education or special education, is given the 
supports they need to be successful. (Cole) 
 
Arden, the other administrator, similarly mentioned that teachers were able to 
“fine tune their plans to fit the needs of all students and modify curriculum when 
necessary for special education students to be included on their campuses.”  He described 
that teachers need the ability to be flexible with their instruction based on some students’ 
instability.  He provided an example of a student with an emotional disability who had 
become homeless, but managed to get to school and inform his teacher of his living 
situation and instability in his home life.  Arden expressed how this young man’s teacher 
was able to put the math lesson on hold for that day, and due to the flexibility of the 
program, was able to make phone calls to various local shelters to get the student a safe 
temporary living situation.  He emphatically exclaimed, “Where else can a teacher stop 
their lesson and give a child the emotional and mental support that will help them beyond 
their academics?”  
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Annie and Ricky, who have both taught at the same school site for eight years, 
explained that many of the special education and general education students on their 
campus are far more alert and better equipped to stay focused and are more productive 
when they come in for afternoon appointments as opposed to early morning ones.  They 
each commented that some students are not “morning people” and needed the flexibility 
of being able to attend their classes or meet with their general education teacher later in 
the day as opposed to first thing in the morning like traditional campuses require.  Annie 
expressed that she has had to adjust many student schedules: 
Some of my kids are not morning people; I’m not really either.  I’ve had several 
kids who could not do mornings and I found that out the hard way because they 
would miss repeatedly.  Then when I offered another time it was a miracle, they 
showed up without fail, well most of them anyway.  
 
Ricky mentioned, “Many of my seniors have to attend my afternoon class because 
there is no way they would make it for the 9 a.m. one.  Most of them have afternoon 
appointment times with me; they just can’t get moving in the morning.”  The flexibility 
of being able to schedule students at a time that works best for them to attend is seen as a 
positive difference by many of the independent study charter school educators.  
Two of the general education teachers acknowledged that this school has the 
ability to be flexible in terms of instruction and accommodating learning, but feared their 
flexibility could be doing students a “disservice.”  
Ya know, sometimes we are too flexible in my opinion.  I feel like we should be 
more firm with our students; you don’t show up, we drop you, you don’t do your 
work, you fail.  It’s kind of ridiculous sometimes.  These kids get away with a lot 
and we keep them and keep bending over backwards to keep them.  If it was a 
job, they’d be fired. (Chip) 
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Jamie also expressed concern over teacher flexibility.  
It can be a disservice to our students.  I mean, we don’t have a lot of direct 
instruction and many of our teachers do not hold their students accountable for 
attendance and school work.  Not me.  I’m a stickler, but some teachers are far too 
flexible and I think it might harm students in the long run; not adhering to 
deadlines, incomplete work.  My kids know I don’t play like that, but we’re not 
all the same. (Jamie) 
 
One-on-one instruction.  Arden had worked as a general education teacher, then 
served as a vice principal at two of the school sites and has worked as the main principal 
over all four campuses for seven years.  He described the school’s blended-learning 
model as a beneficial approach that helps teachers meet the needs of all learners.  He 
explained that the blended-learning model has provided one-on-one instruction and small 
group learning opportunities and sets them apart from the traditional schools.  He 
suggested that this type of learning model attracts both parents of students with 
disabilities and those without to enroll their children at the independent study charter 
school.  He noted that the school’s philosophy on individualized learning starts with 
being able to provide one-on-one instruction.  
Instead of the traditional one-size-fits-all classroom, our school seeks to motivate 
and encourage students to be independent learners.  Our model provides one-on-
one and small group instruction allowing teachers to provide individualized 
education and support for all students.  Often, the personal and individualized 
attention is a crucial ingredient to our student success.  Our students who would 
otherwise not make it in the traditional classroom with large class size are more 
successful here.  They get lost in the cracks in a traditional school environment. 
(Arden) 
 
Each of the general education teachers credited one-on-one instruction as being a 
critical component to the success of their program in supporting the needs of students 
with disabilities.  Chip explained that the individualization and one-on-one instruction is 
an advantage of the charter school.  
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At the traditional school everybody gets the same lesson and not much 
opportunity to  individualize anything and you just had to keep moving on even 
when someone was getting it.  Sorry, I’m going to have to drag you along; can’t 
stop.  And here I can identify when working one-on-one that student X is 
struggling with this so I’m going to have to slow down here and this student is 
grasping it so no need to modify for him.  Here you’re not going to leave anybody 
behind; the one-on-one time allows for you to be able to ensure that you don’t 
leave any students behind.  It’s not without challenges though but being able to 
provide students, especially special education students, one-on-one attention is a 
positive. (Chip) 
 
Jules also felt strongly about the school’s ability to provide beneficial instruction 
for students with disabilities.  He explained how he has worked in a variety of general 
education settings and often times felt overwhelmed with the responsibility to provide 
instruction to a classroom of over 40 students, some with learning disabilities and others 
without.  
I’d say for the benefit of students with disabilities is it’s a smaller classroom size.  
When I taught at one tradition school I had 44 kids in a high school classroom 
setting and it was really difficult to go around and help everybody.  Here, with the 
small classroom size in the independent study school its different and more 
beneficial for the students because I’m able to help them out a lot more.  I can 
give them one-on-one attention whereas in a large traditional classroom they 
would have fallen through the cracks and gone unnoticed. (Jules) 
 
Shirley works in the most urban location of the four campuses.  It is down the 
street from a large traditional high school campus in a disadvantaged, low socioeconomic 
neighborhood.  She explained that the parents of students with disabilities often enroll 
their children in her school because of the one-on-one instruction offered and the unique 
setting different than the traditional model provided down the street.  
Our school instruction is one-on-one, so we get to sit down and really try and 
make sure that they’re on track, which is great so they don’t really get to fall 
behind.  This campus does not have any classrooms or labs, everything is strictly 
one-on-one; all of their subjects are taught independently at the teacher’s desk and 
the teacher knows specifically what they need to work on and what they didn’t 
finish and what they still need to complete to earn their credits.  
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The two special education teachers shared Shirley’s sentiment about parents of 
students with disabilities choosing the independent study charter school mainly for the 
design of the school, which promotes one-on-one instruction and learning.  Both 
expressed concerns that parents often assumed that this type of instruction is provided 
each and every day.  They explained that in this unique setting, the general education and 
special education students are provided three hours a week of individualized instruction 
with their teacher, which they agreed is beneficial for all students, but felt students with 
disabilities would benefit from more one-on-one instruction throughout the week, 
describing the three-hour session as too limited a timeframe for them to sustain 
understanding of the material presented.  
We offer 60 minutes a week of support in addition if they want to come and they 
will get some support with a para that works with students who have IEPs.  They 
have access to get support but it certainly is not one-on-one all day, every day.  
Their teacher of record also has a large caseload and they can’t sit with them one-
on-one every day either.  It’s an independent study.  They have to be able to work 
independently too.  Many of our parents don’t seem to get that when they enroll 
their special ed kid. (Bobbie) 
 
One-on-one instruction at the independent study charter school was recognized as 
a means for teachers to form positive working relationships with students, which is also 
seen as instrumental for them to be able to create a safe and supportive learning 
environment unlike the traditional school setting.  Each of the participants explained in 
his or her own way how this school design supported relationship building with students.  
Five of the general education teachers spoke about how their experiences working with 
students with disabilities in a one-on-one manner allowed many of their students to feel 
cared about and supported.   
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One of my girls would not share in class; I mean would not share a simple 
positive or negative thing that someone has ever said to her.  A simple response in 
a super small group of kids and nope, nada, nothing, flat out refused.  I was 
flabbergasted.  After class I kept her to find out what was going on and she said 
because of her speech impediment she didn’t feel comfortable.  We came up with 
a game plan where on Tuesday afternoons I would tell her what we were gonna 
kinda talk about so every Wednesday morning she was prepared in class.  You 
know what happened?  The girl started speaking out more than any of my other 
students.  It was fabulous.  I feel like just making my special ed kids more 
comfortable and really pushing them rather than being like, oh you have an IEP, 
you don’t have to do it.  No way.  This girl needed to be pushed, but in a 
comfortable and supportive way where she could be successful.  She told me how 
happy that made her.  So priceless. (Kady) 
 
Each teacher described a particular incident in which their special education 
students told them they had never worked with any of their teachers so closely and were 
appreciative of the help provided.  Saxon, one of the general education teachers with the 
least amount of time working in the independent study charter school, explained that she 
had no desire to return to the traditional school setting because at the independent study, 
she has been able to forge relationships with so many of her students and connect on a 
different level.  As tears welled up, she explained, “This is the last resort for so many 
students, if they can’t make it here, they drop out altogether.”  Jules also mentioned, 
“many of my kids have been kicked outta school and this is their last chance to get their 
diploma.”  
Cole, an administrator, also provided a heartfelt example of how the one-on-one 
attention from her teachers saved a special education student from enduring extensive 
bullying on her traditional school campus and kept her from dropping out.  
I feel like our staff and teachers really go out of their way to give one-on-one 
support to help our struggling students.  We have one young lady here who really 
probably shouldn’t be here because of the amount of support she’s supposed to 
have in her IEP, but she got so upset when we told her we were going to have a 
meeting with her mom to discuss placement.  She has really been through so 
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much; she was in Mexico since third grade and she totally missed out on the 
foundation of school.  She had a spotty kindergarten through third grade and then 
when she attended school in the states she was teased and bullied because she 
couldn’t keep up and struggled with English.  Her mom told us that she spent 
most of her time in the bathroom hiding when she was at school or stayed home 
from school being sick.  She finally found a place where she fit in and said that 
the one-on-one help she got from teachers made her feel cared about and 
supported.   
 
Four of the general education teachers mentioned that at some time during their 
teaching career at the independent study, they encountered a student or a parent of a 
student who identified that their desire to enroll at the independent study charter school 
was a direct result of being bullied or mistreated at their previous traditional school 
campus.  Annie suggested that students feel safer at this school.  “I have several students 
who were victims of bullying at their other schools.  My own daughter has an IEP and I 
keep her at my school.  She was tormented throughout her elementary school years.”  
I have had many parents tell me that their kids fell through the cracks at their 
other school and some were teased because they were different.  So sad to hear 
their stories about how teachers just passed them along or did not even know their 
child’s name.  Here, I get to know each of my students pretty well and I don’t 
want any of them to fall through the cracks. (Humboldt) 
 
All four teachers indicated that many parents enroll their special education students 
because they want a one-on-one learning environment that makes them feel safe and 
supported.  
Accommodations and modifications.  According to the school administrators, 
the ability to individualize learning at the independent study charter school allows 
teachers to differentiate their lessons and provide accommodations to support student 
learning each time they meet with a student.  As Arden mentioned, “if something didn’t 
work one week then the teacher can alter their instruction and provide a variety of 
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accommodations and modifications to support student understanding of the lesson the 
following week.”  Cole also explained, “I think our teachers are pretty good in general at 
figuring out how to modify curriculum if a student is struggling because even the general 
ed kids need this kind of help.”  When teachers were asked how they differentiate 
instruction for students with disabilities, each participant explained that without being 
able to provide their special education students with accommodations and or 
modifications, many of their students would not be successful in this environment.  Ricky 
emphatically commented, “If I made my special ed students complete all of the math 
problems in the gen ed textbook or make them answer questions from the ELA textbook 
without any help, they would quit school for sure.”  
All teachers, general education and special education alike, discussed being 
acutely aware that the students need differentiated instruction and altered learning options 
for work completion and acquisition of credits.  “We have flexibility with the curriculum 
as far as IEP kids go, and we can look at their level and change what we need to in order 
for them to understand the material” (Shirley).  Participants further expressed that 
students with disabilities are provided modified core curriculum that addresses the state 
standards, but is easier for them to understand. 
The special education teachers described various ways that the independent study 
charter school teachers accommodate and modify student learning: providing additional 
time to get work done, reducing workload, requiring completion of just evens or odds for 
assignments, using graphic organizers, technology, offering audio versions of textbooks 
and large print books, designing hands-on projects, frontloading vocabulary, establishing 
preferential seating near instructor, incorporating open book for testing, and allowing 
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calculators and manipulatives for subjects like math and science.  Ricardo, a special 
education teacher, explained, “I give each of my teachers a red folder that has a copy of 
the accommodations and modifications developed at the IEP, in addition to student goals 
and what is called an IEP at a glance.”  Bobbie also mentioned providing a “red folder” 
that provides each teacher pertinent information about a student’s disability and requisite 
supports.  Each of the general education teachers said they rely on the special education 
teachers on their campuses to obtain this type of information, comply with IEPs, and 
work closely with them to ensure they are utilizing the necessary supports to help 
students with disabilities be successful.  
Trina, Jamie, and Humboldt each used the phrase “blanket supports” for students 
with disabilities on their caseloads.  They discussed that they use “blanket supports,” 
such as additional time to get work done, reducing and modifying assignments, and use 
of videos and audio textbooks to accommodate and modify their instruction.  However, 
they also mentioned they had identified some students who are able to succeed in their 
setting without the use of standard accommodations and modifications for students.  
Trina explained: 
I am a part of this policy of giving blanket supports to special education students 
but there are a few students with IEPs that are higher academically and I try and 
push them out of that.  Whereas, normally IEP students only do the odd or evens, 
I’m making them do all of it sometimes or lessen the work slightly, or I say 
choose three questions on the science test to do instead of doing all five questions. 
I challenge particular ones that I know have the skills to succeed and they excel 
and are doing well without a lot of accommodations.  
 
Jamie and Humboldt also recognized that many of the blanket supports given to the 
special education students are also provided to their general education students.  “I offer 
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more time to complete work, I clarify instructions, let them use calculators, less 
problems. . . and these are not just for my IEP kids” (Humboldt).  
Several of the general education teachers acknowledged that the accommodations 
and modifications they implement with their students are done to ensure that students 
with disabilities are fully included into their independent study charter school, but that 
many of their special education students are successful with minimal additional supports 
and services.  Kady reported enthusiastically, “Sometimes I’m shocked when I get a red 
special ed folder for some of my students because they are not struggling at all.  I would 
never even think that they had a disability.”  
Two of the general education teachers provided negative feedback about 
accommodations and modifications.  “A kid isn’t going to be able to be accommodated in 
the real world like if they have a fast food job.  If they’re flipping burgers they’ve got to 
make all those burgers, not just a few” (Chip).  Marsha shared, “If a student is going to 
enroll in an independent study school, then they should be able to do work independently 
and not need to have accommodated work.”  Ricardo, a special education teacher 
suggested, “Even when my kids are given accommodations and modifications they still 
do nothing and that makes me think maybe this place isn’t right for them.”  
Inclusive Practices 
Each of the general education teachers and administrators in the study spoke with 
pride about how their independent study charter school allows each and every student 
through the door, no matter their circumstances or needs.  They ardently responded that 
this school enrolls all students who apply and who desire a nontraditional school setting 
to obtain their high school diploma.  The administrators acknowledged that their school is 
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specifically a diploma-based program, implying that students with severe disabilities 
on a non-diploma track (certificate track) are not an appropriate fit in their independent 
learning environment.  The two special education teachers described some reservations 
about the school enrolling all students.  Both acknowledged that the independent study 
charter school includes students with disabilities in classes and all school activities and 
they deemed it an “excellent alternative” for special education students seeking their high 
school diploma who have the academic skills to be enrolled in an independent study 
program.  However, despite the inclusive classrooms and inclusive practices, many of the 
teachers expressed concern about the appropriateness of their independent study charter 
school for some of the special education students who are enrolled.  This is discussed in 
the following section.  
Enrollment for all.  Each of the general education teachers acknowledged they 
had very little involvement with the enrollment procedures and practices.  They were 
aware that their independent study charter school gives all students an opportunity to 
succeed by enrolling everyone.  When asked about the enrollment practices, the general 
education teachers identified the name of their “enrollment specialist” and said that he or 
she was the person who handled enrollment and would be a better resource in term of the 
specifics of their enrollment procedures for students with disabilities.  Shirley stated:  
As the enrollment specialist for my school site, which is just one of the many hats 
I wear, I’m instructed to enroll each student that applies.  During the intake, I 
always ask if the kid had an IEP at their previous school, but sometimes parents 
look at me blankly like they’ve never heard of it, but I’ve come to realize after 
being here awhile that they’re afraid I won’t enroll their student so many keep it 
disclosed.  We will enroll them either way, if they have an IEP or not.   
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The administrators also responded that each school site has a trained enrollment 
specialist who does all the paperwork and handles intake procedures and orientations for 
all students, including students with disabilities.  They highlighted that the special 
education teachers support the enrollment specialist by reviewing IEP paperwork and 
requesting records or collecting information regarding students with disabilities.  Arden, 
the principal over all four sites, identified that the special education teacher is better able 
to identify if special education students are capable of completing required classes for a 
diploma at the independent study charter school because they are trained at looking at 
IEPs unlike the enrollment specialist.  
We are lucky to have enrollment specialists on each campus to be able to meet 
with parents and students to complete paperwork and explain the expectations and 
policies of our school.  During the enrollment appointment, each student and/or 
parent signs both an agreement and school-parent-student contract upon 
enrollment acknowledging that they agree to adhere to the school rules, policies 
and expectations.  When it comes to special ed students, the enrollment specialist 
is not necessarily well versed in special education and will pretty much collect the 
paperwork and place the student within the IEP cohort if the check the box 
identifying them as special education.  And really, for no reason during 
enrollment would the specialist not enroll a student. All students are welcomed 
and assigned to a teacher immediately. (Cole) 
 
One of the special education teachers, Bobbie, expressed profound frustration 
over the school’s “enrollment for all” reputation.  She explained that there have been 
several occasions in her six years of working at the independent study charter school 
when students on certificate tracks had been enrolled because the parent did not disclose 
that the child had an IEP and had severe impaired academic and cognitive abilities.  
I try and work closely with the enrollment specialist upon reviewing IEP 
paperwork if, and a big if, if parents bring it in.  If they do have a copy of their 
IEP from another school, so many times I’ve had to explain to a parent that yes 
this school will enroll them, but their child had over 200 minutes a day of 
specialized academic instruction and here at the charter we only offer 60 minutes 
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a week.  Clearly their child needs more support than we can provide and 
require more intensive services than we can offer; so even though the school will 
enroll them, this isn’t a good fit.  Believe you me, there have been times that the 
parents just don’t care and enroll them anyways, only to find out their student 
cannot handle the demands of an independent study. (Bobbie) 
Bobbie further explained that often times these students would attend for several 
weeks until the school had knowledge, and then hold an IEP meeting to discuss the 
appropriateness of the placement and offer alternatives.  While these students do have the 
right to enroll, she believed they should seek schools that have special education 
programs to serve their needs.  Bobbie emphasized the importance of collaborating with 
the enrollment specialist when students with IEPs enroll, but admitted it is not always 
possible.  Ricardo shared Bobbie’s frustration and agreed that enrollment for all is great 
in theory.  “I think enrollment for all is a great idea, but honestly it misleads some parents 
that this is an appropriate fit for their special education student who needs more than 
what we can give” (Ricardo). 
Each of the general education teachers were all under the impression that their 
school enrolled all students, and Saxon stated that in her two years she had only seen one 
student in a wheelchair and was unsure if students with more severe physical and mental 
disabilities were enrolled.  
Ya know, now that I think about it, I’ve only seen one student with a physical 
disability and I’m not entirely sure if we have any students here who are really 
low functioning and have severe disabilities.  I don’t think we have the supports 
to help them, but honestly I really don’t know.  Don’t those kids need a special 
education teacher all day?  Our special ed teacher meets with students 
periodically, but doesn’t have a classroom that they stay in all day.  I mean, I 
really don’t know. I honestly don’t think we have students with severe needs here. 
(Saxon) 
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Annie, who had been with the charter school for nine years, admitted that while 
her site does enroll and include all students, they hold a 30-day review meeting to 
determine if the program is working for the student.  She explained:  
I worked with several of the special education students since this school opened 
and even though we are a fully inclusive school, we don’t have a special 
education program that low functioning students with severe needs.  I wish we 
had that kind of program, but we don’t.  So we only accept students working on 
their high school diploma.  So yes, we do enroll all students, but not those that 
need more supports than we have here. 
 
Inclusive classrooms.  When the participants were asked about the school’s 
policy on the inclusion of special education students, all of them indicated that students 
with IEPs are able to participate in all general education classes, including the Career 
Technical Education (CTE) courses the independent study charter school provides.  The 
two administrators acknowledged that their school has predominantly been an inclusive 
program, mainly for credit-deficient and at-risk youth.  However, they acknowledged a 
current shift from struggling students, unsuccessful in the traditional setting, to students 
who are seeking a program that will give them access to vocational classes and career 
technical education.  Cole reported, “Vocational education is missing in many traditional 
public school settings and I think that’s what makes our program so attractive.”  Both 
administrators further emphasized that students with disabilities are included in all 12 of 
their vocational education classes in addition to all of the core classes their school offers.  
Cole conceded that for many students with disabilities on her campus, a vocational track 
with exposure to CTE classes provides students with disabilities an attractive alternative 
to attending college, which she identified as “not a desire for many of my special 
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education students.”  Ricardo, a special education teacher also highlighted the 
importance of the students with disabilities being fully included in the CTE classes: 
It’s a beautiful thing to see our special education students early to school because 
they’re so excited for the culinary class or the construction class.  Having them 
included in these classes motivates them to do their work and stay enrolled at the 
charter.  
 
Humboldt, Jules, Marsha, and Kady commented that their special education 
students often make a point to attend the CTE classes rather than their core academic 
classes and weekly teacher appointments.  Jules reported that his special education 
students look forward to their CTE classes each week.  Kady enthusiastically commented, 
“They just love being included in a class they know will benefit them in their future 
endeavors, especially the recording theory class, my special education students love it!”  
Ricky, Trina, and Nadia identified that their school utilized a far more inclusive 
model than the traditional schools they used to work at because all their students, despite 
disability, are allowed to participate in all classes offered and extra-curricular activities 
alike.  Ricky, a general education teacher who works with mainly 12th graders, defined 
the independent study charter as an “incredibly inclusive school.”  She spoke about one 
of her classes that is a graduation requirement for all students at the independent study 
charter school and explained: 
In my senior block class where we work on each student’s senior portfolio, we 
don’t segregate any of our special education students or give them their own 
senior block class.  They are just like everyone else.  I have the same expectations 
for them to do their resume, job applications and all that stuff in my class.  I may 
give them some different accommodations, but they are included and have the 
same requirements, but I work with the special ed teacher to make sure they get 
the help they need.  And it all depends; some need a ton of help while others need 
less help than my general ed kids do!  Oh and when we go on field trips to various 
colleges, all of the students are welcomed to participate.  We include everyone.  
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Trina, a general education teacher and English curriculum coordinator, 
admitted that there was a time when the teachers were told to put their special education 
students in a modified English class, typically comprised of special education and 
English language learners, but more recently, they are placing their special education in 
more rigorous general education classes.  
Research indicates that our special education students belong in the general 
education setting and I am in full agreement and our students deserve nothing less 
than being challenged in a more rigorous classroom with supportive teachers and 
staff. (Trina) 
 
Nadia, a general education teacher and at-risk specialist who works with pregnant 
teens and teen parents, replied that all general education and special education students 
are allowed in her parenting classes: 
I am happy to include the special education students in my parenting classes 
because I want to be able to provide all of my students with resources and 
supports to help them be responsible and nurturing parents.  I’m often shocked to 
find out that some of my students have disabilities because they do great work in 
my class.  It would be such a shame if we didn’t allow certain students in my class 
because of a disability; ridiculous really.  
 
Each of the teachers interviewed, including the special education teachers, agreed 
that the independent study charter school includes all of their special education students 
in classes and activities.  Ricardo acknowledged that sometimes the lives of the special 
education teachers and staff are more difficult because the amount of classes in which 
special education students are included increases the number of teachers they have to 
collaborate with, but admitted, “Our special education students have access to each and 
every one of our classes, it’s truly an inclusive school.”  Bobbie suggested: 
Our school and classes overall are inclusive.  If you walked into any of our classes 
you would not know which students had IEPs because they are all grouped 
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together.  Students can take any class they want to, but that does not mean by 
any means that our school is appropriate for all special ed students.  
 
Several general education teachers shared Bobbie’s apprehension about the 
appropriateness of the independent study charter school for all special education students.   
Free appropriate public education.  Upon each educator’s acknowledgement 
that their school was a “fully inclusive” environment, several teachers expressed some 
hesitation and reservation about particular students being an “appropriate fit” for their 
independent study program.  When asked about their familiarity with Free Appropriate 
Public Education or FAPE, 11 of the general education teachers responded that they were 
unfamiliar with the term.  One general education teacher, in addition to the two special 
education teachers and one administrator, was able to define FAPE.  Once the general 
education teachers unfamiliar with FAPE were given some explanation about how FAPE 
relates to students with disabilities, many of them reflected on particular students and the 
appropriateness of their independent study charter school meeting their unique needs.  
Shirley quickly changed her response to, “Oh yeah, pretty much all of our students have 
access to free education.  It’s free, it’s appropriate, well it’s as appropriate as it can be.”  
Chip, with eyes rolling, explained: 
Ok so in terms of free, our school is free, and in terms of appropriate, I can think 
of about four of my 20 current students and many, many former students who this 
type of school is not appropriate for.  Ya know, independent study is not for 
everyone and the many of the special education students I’ve had on my caseload 
were unable to keep up, turn in their work, do simple math, read a book or just 
attend freaking school!  Clearly they were not an appropriate fit, and we were not 
an appropriate placement for them.  Can you tell I’m frustrated?  This topic 
frustrates me.  Ugh. 
 
Trina also expressed concern about a few of her students and the appropriateness of the 
independent study charter school, but had a different perspective than Chip.  
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I often wonder if this is an appropriate placement for a handful of my special 
education students, but I know for many, this is the only placement for them.  
They have so many negative outside influences and struggle academically, but 
you know what, they need somewhere to go and honestly for those reasons I think 
we are the most appropriate placement.  I can always make an argument for them 
to be able to stay.  We are their last resort for many kids. (Trina) 
 
Four of the other general education teachers shared Trina’s sentiments.  Many of them 
were concerned with the appropriateness of the independent study charter school for 
students with disabilities and identified several of their own students who they deemed 
would be more successful in a program that did not involve independent learning.  
Where else are they going to go? They didn’t work at their high school. We are 
the last hope for so many of these kids. They have such little hope of getting their 
diploma. They don’t have the skills for the GED. I mean, really where else are 
they going to go? At least they aren’t dropping out, ya know? (Jules) 
 
The two administrators were in agreement that their school is not appropriate for 
all general education and special education learners, specifically those unable to complete 
independent work.  When Arden was asked about his familiarity with FAPE, he 
hesitantly responded with uncertainty, “I know of it, ummm, let me see (pausing), if we 
can’t serve the student then we need to provide appropriate programs around the area that 
can?”  In response to if his campuses provided a free and appropriate education, he 
deferred to the knowledge of the special education teacher to be able to determine if the 
independent study is providing an appropriate placement for special education students 
enrolled.  He explained: 
The special education teachers assigned to our campuses are trained and hold 
IEPs to determine if our school is an appropriate setting for students; I imagine 
they’ve had to find other placements for students where this didn’t work.  We 
aren’t right for everyone.  If a student can’t handle the rigor and independent 
nature of this program and meet the expectations to complete independent work, 
then we certainly are not FAPE.   
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Cole, a vice principal and former independent study teacher stated: 
Since the intent of special ed law and FAPE is to ensure special ed students are 
provided access to general education curriculum and classes, then we should be 
considered an appropriate placement because that’s what we do, right? We are an 
appropriate placement and provide the least restrictive environment for special ed 
students. Our goal is to support all learners who want their high school diploma.  
 
Kady responded, “We are a free school and we are appropriate, especially for those 
special ed kids hungry for their diploma!”  
Both special education teachers were visibly torn when asked about the 
independent study charter school’s offering of FAPE.  Each of them were able to provide 
a solid definition, but questioned if the charter was really an appropriate placement for a 
number of their current special education students.  Bobbie identified one of her current 
special education students who had pleaded with her not to be withdrawn from the 
independent study charter school: 
This 18 year old girl, man does she struggle, can’t do any of the math on her own. 
Sits with our special ed para for several hours just to get through a couple lessons, 
scoring in the 1st grade range in reading, can’t read her work packets 
independently, I mean we are talking low.  In her 30-day IEP meeting, we brought 
up alternative placements in her home district and she freaked out.  I mean, 
freaked out.  Emotional breakdown.  Tears.  Pleading.  It was awful and 
heartbreaking.  Ultimately, we decided that if she was willing to put in the effort, 
we would continue to support her.  She’s motivated to be here and work with us.  
Are we the most appropriate placement for her?  Probably not, but at this point, 
she found a place she fits in and wants to be at, so how can we shut our door on 
her?  She’s exhausting us and really we are going beyond what we offer in terms 
of services on her IEP, but she needs it and we are willing to make adjustments to 
keep her.  Now that might open the door for more really low functioning kids to 
walk through the door, but I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get there 
(sigh!).  
 
Bobbie explained the uniqueness of this particular experience and described how 
many of the special education students and their families are grateful to be provided other 
alternatives at the 30-day IEP meeting.  She further explained that some parents have 
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expressed that they were seeking something different and wanted to give the charter 
school a chance, but were in agreement that either the work was too difficult or the 
expectations were too high for their child with a learning disability.  She acknowledged 
that many of the adult students who enroll are the ones who typically advocate staying, 
even though their academic skills are well below average and they struggle to complete 
independent work.  
Both special education teachers explained the complexities of offering FAPE at 
their school sites and expressed the individualized nature of the IEP process.  Bobbie 
shared the irony of a special education student’s placement at the independent study 
charter school: 
We have kids here that need a ton of support and are enrolled in an independent 
program.  It doesn’t always make sense; you mean, you have been identified as 
needing a lot of support with your learning, but you are going to try and learn on 
your own?  It doesn’t make sense, but we accommodate where we can and offer 
them what we have, which for some isn’t enough.  
 
Bobbie and Ricardo both experienced similar situations, offering them 
perspectives that made them rethink the appropriateness of their independent study 
placement.  Ricardo expressed his genuine concern when he was first assigned to the 
independent study and questioned how special education students could be successful at 
the charter school.  He remarked, “A year ago I would’ve told you this is not FAPE, 
nope, impossible for special ed, but seeing it work for many of my kids has made me 
change my tune, not for everyone, but for more than I thought, that’s for certain.”  
Collaborative School Culture  
Each participant described how their collaborative school culture was a major 
component of their school’s success in being able to mainstream and include students 
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with disabilities into their unique school setting.  According to the administrators, 
collaboration is an expectation for each and every employee at the independent study 
charter school and teachers are provided weekly opportunities to collaborate with one 
another to enhance instruction and student outcomes.  Cole explained: 
Our general education teachers are divided into cohorts and within each cohort 
meeting time is provided during our Monday staff development.  Typically these 
meetings are held on each school campus, but then we also have meetings 
throughout the year when all 4 campuses get together and collaborate with one 
another.  We give teachers time to collaborate, plan, ummm prepare lessons, 
address student concerns and whatever else comes up.  Oh and teachers also have 
time during school day to collaborate with each other, the counselor, IEP teacher, 
the enrollment person, secretary or like an admin if they need to talk about 
something. 
 
Many participants recognized that collaboration was a core element setting their 
independent study charter school apart from other traditional school campuses.  “I never 
had time to collaborate with other teachers when I taught 2nd grade.  I despised the other 
2nd grade teacher and that’s the only one I had to collaborate with” (Nadia).  Jamie 
jokingly said, “If you can’t collaborate, then get out, you won’t fit in here.”  
Marsha and Nadia suggested that not enough time is given to teachers to 
collaborate formerly.  “I’d love to have more time with the teachers in my cohort.  Often 
times on meetings day we have other agenda items to get through and don’t get actual 
time to collaborate” (Marsha).  Nadia remarked, “I know I can talk to anyone on campus 
when I need to but more time to formerly collaborate would be nice.”  
Open door policy.  Many of the participants in this study agreed that their access 
to administration contributes to their ability to successfully provide a safe and equitable 
education for each of the students enrolled in their school.  Several general education 
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teachers described the extreme behavioral challenges and emotional issues students 
exhibit while on campus, making it difficult to help them at times.   
As a newer teacher, I get really overwhelmed and quite frankly kinda scared of 
some of these students; a few of them have serious gang connections and I’ve 
gone to my v.p. alot to see how he can help me work with them. (Kady). 
 
I’ve worked with a handful of kids who had some serious emotional issues and 
were really combative and argumentative and I’ve sat in my principal’s office in 
tears.  He’s always been so supportive.  When he’s here, I can drop in and talk 
about my concerns and then we make a game plan.  He’ll pull students in and talk 
to them too.  So different than my other gigs. (Marsha)  
 
Saxon recounted: 
Just a couple weeks ago, one of my students started to drop the ball on his work.  
Missed 3 of his classes and our teacher appointment and when he finally showed 
up I took him into the v.p.’s office and asked if we could sit down and chat.  He 
told us to come and as we started talking we found out the kid just got kicked out 
of his house and was homeless.  The v.p. immediately contacted local shelters for 
this young man.  Didn’t miss a beat.  We were able to find him a place for a 
couple nights and got him some food.  I’ve never been able to walk into an 
administrator’s office like that before and get that kinda support.  Ever. 
 
Many of the teachers identified that having support from administration to work 
with struggling students and their parents made their difficult job easier at times.  “It’s 
easier working for someone who supports you, you know what I mean” (Jules)?  “I love 
my job, my colleagues and my vice principal.  I love coming to work” (Jamie). 
Humboldt recognized that as a teacher working with several special education 
students who struggle behaviorally and academically, she appreciated how accessible her 
administration and support staff is on campus and how willing they are to collaborate 
with her to support her students.  
There is an open door policy here at our school and I can walk into the special 
education teacher’s office, the vice-principals office or email the principal with 
any concerns or issues I’m having with a specific student.  They are always 
willing and open to speak with me. Sometimes its just to offer a listening ear and 
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that is appreciated because where I worked previously I was able to email my 
principal or v.p., but they really didn’t make me feel listened to or supported.  I’m 
a part of the special education cohort of teachers and the administration is always 
receptive and wants to ensure that we are not segregating our special education 
population, but making them feel included on campus and especially in our 
vocational classes. (Humboldt) 
 
Nadia, who is currently one of the school’s “At-Risk Specialists” and specifically 
works with pregnant students and teen parents, discussed how her partnership with 
administration is critical in supporting the needs of this population: 
As the At-Risk Specialist, my goal is to work closely with administration and 
other teachers to help students be successful.  The administration is open to my 
feedback and suggestions on how the school can support keeping them on track 
from dropping out, which is very common for teen parents.  The administrators 
value my opinions and are always willing to speak with me and their door is 
always open.  We have so many opportunities to collaborate with one-another and 
with our administrators. Such a great place to work as a team.  
 
The two special education teachers described how they both feel supported by the 
administration and have access to them at the independent study charter school; however, 
they feel that the administrators look to them for guidance in all situations involving 
special education students.  Bobbie, sighed and then explained: 
Don’t get me wrong, it’s great to have an administrator on campus to go to and I 
honestly can go in his office and feel comfortable, but they have no clue about 
special ed law, procedures, discipline.  All that is left to me and the other special 
ed teachers.  Honestly, they should have more of a clue, ya think?  I’m good at my 
job, but they should have more knowledge than they do to make them better at 
their job.  I’m not an administrator and I think they should be more actively 
involved in the process and especially in IEPs.  
 
Ricardo further explained, “The vice principal is always available when I need to 
talk to him about one of my special education students; really receptive, but not entirely 
informed about the ins and outs of IEPs and special education procedures.”  According to 
the special education teachers, issues involving enrollment, disciplinary concerns, and 
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IEP compliance are directed to them.  Both teachers stated they would feel more 
comfortable being a consultant as opposed to being solely responsible for making 
decisions regarding special education students.  
The two administrators equally described the need for their teachers to have 
access to administrators throughout the school day and acknowledged that an open-door 
policy is a part of their commitment to make teachers feel supported and listened to.  
Cole joked that she had an “open-desk policy” because on her particular campus, unlike 
the other campuses, she did not have a separate office.  
We have a very nontraditional school setting and we serve a difficult population 
of students and I am committed to serve any student that walks through our door; 
with that being said, our teachers need to feel that administration has their back 
and that they can come to us with anything when they are the ones working 
directly with those difficult students.  I think most of our teachers feel they can 
talk to us. (Arden)  
 
All but one general education teacher agreed that the administration is visibly 
present on campus throughout the day and can be seen talking with teachers and students.  
Chip, with annoyance in his tone commented, “I feel like I never see the guy.  He’s in, 
he’s out and I can never get a minute with him.  I know I can email him if I need 
something, maybe he avoids me.  Ha.  Who knows?”  
School design.  The layout of each campus was recognized by 10 of the 
participants as a contributing factor to the culture of collaboration on their campus.  One 
general education teacher, Chip, described the school’s layout as a very “Google-like” 
environment.   
No walls between teacher spaces, tables at each teacher desk, and round tables 
throughout each section of the school allow for students to work together and for 
teachers to be able to dialogue openly with one another and at the same time 
observe student behavior. (Chip) 
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Shirley commented that her school is the smallest campus, but has an open student space 
that allows for teachers to collaborate with one another and for students to also 
collaborate, which she referred to as a “real-world skill.”  Jamie also had strong feelings 
about the design of the campus that made collaboration an instrumental attribute to 
supporting student success.  
On this campus, you have to collaborate, it’s expected.  If you want to work in 
your lone island of a classroom then go back to the regular school because this 
place is not for you.  I can walk over to any teacher’s desk at any time and get 
some support or feedback from anyone at any given time.  We work together for 
our students.  I have six teachers that I can see on my floor and they can see me; 
we can keep each other accountable and work collaboratively with our kids. 
(Jamie)  
 
Marsha expressed that when she was a new teacher, the collaborative model on 
campus and the open layout of the school helped her feel more supported.  “I was so 
overwhelmed with my paperwork and trying to accommodate student work that being 
able to walk over to the teachers on my side of the building made me feel like I wasn’t 
alone.”  Three other general education teachers, Chip, Kady, and Annie, indicated that the 
school’s layout and unique design of open cooperative working spaces was what enticed 
them to initially accept a teaching position at the independent study charter school.  They 
mentioned that the charter school provided them with a collaborative culture that was 
missing in their previous teaching experiences in which they felt isolated within the four 
walls of their general education classrooms on their traditional campuses.  
In the first year that I taught social science at a public high school I literally felt 
alone; 30-something kids in my class and more being added daily.  I was 
overwhelmed and had such a feeling of complete isolation just about every day.  
Then when I came to observe this charter school before applying, I walked into a 
world of collaboration; students sitting with teachers at desks, teachers dialoguing 
with one another, a small group of students sitting at a table working on math with 
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the teacher instructing on the SmartBoard.  The secretary was chatting with a 
student encouraging him to finish his work.  I have to admit, it looked strange 
coming from a regular campus, but I was hooked and I’ve never looked back.  
The school is physically designed for collaboration.  It’s great. (Chip) 
 
Kady also explained that when she first pulled into a parking lot, she assumed she was at 
the district office and not the specific school site.  “It’s like nothing you imagine a school 
to look like.  It is so out of the ordinary, but the design works and supports student 
learning and I think keeps teachers more accountable.”  
Partnership with special education staff.  Working closely with the special 
education staff and having a collaborative working relationship with the special education 
teacher were identified by all the general education participants as one of the keys to 
decreasing their anxiety about working with students with disabilities.  Chip and Saxon 
expressed that when they first started working at the independent study charter school, 
they were apprehensive and nervous because they had limited experiences supporting 
special education students at their previous schools.  “Pretty overwhelmed when it comes 
to special ed kids” (Chip).  Neither of them had participated in an IEP or worked closely 
with special education professionals; they were unaware of what type of supports to 
provide and how.  Chip, who had worked at two of the school campuses, expressed that 
the level of collaboration with special education support staff was different for him at 
each of the school sites.  
On my current campus I get so much support and attention from the special 
education staff.  At the other school they were just a phone call away, but here the 
special ed teacher and para are present and accessible.  I can meet with them 
whenever I have a question or concern about one of my students and when I get a 
new student with an IEP they give me a red folder with specific information about 
my kids.  When I was working with the special education junior high students I 
had a special ed para in my class every week. I so appreciated their support.  I 
have a great working relationship with the special education team here. (Chip) 
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Saxon shared Chip’s outlook about the collaborative relationship with the special 
education staff.  
I feel like its so easy here.  If I need anything, have a question about a student’s 
IEP or how to get my student motivated or get them to participate in class, I can 
go to the special education teacher’s office, walk right in and talk to her or I can 
call her on the phone.  Or if I have a question about the curriculum I’m using or 
the work I’m giving, I can ask.  It’s very open; communication is great.  The 
collaboration is real. (Saxon) 
 
Jules, who had over 10 years’ working in a variety of programs with students and 
adults with disabilities, expressed how he collaborated regularly with the special 
education staff on his campus.  He expressed no previous apprehension or fears 
supporting the needs of students with disabilities and highlighted that he requested to 
work with this specific population at the beginning of the school year.  He believes his 
success in working with this group of students is that he has open communication and 
daily dialogue with the special education staff.  
I have a good relationship with the special ed staff.  I’m always constantly in their 
office.  Probably, I’m there everyday, pretty much.  I’m constantly 
communicating with them so we are all on the right track with everything and so 
theirs nothing blindsiding us.  More people involved with more communication 
makes the students more successful.  I know I can go to them with any concern 
about my students and they do the same with me.  Some of my co-workers don’t 
share the same opinion when it comes to working with special ed kids, but I love 
it. (Jules) 
 
Ricardo also shared his fondness over the collaborative relationship he shares 
with other special education staff and the general education teachers he supports at the 
two school sites.  “Collaboration is a critical component of my job at the charter; teachers 
work together collectively and are open and always willing to talk to me about my kids.”  
Ricardo further described his daily interactions with teachers: 
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I check in with the general ed teachers who have my students and I make sure 
everything is ok and that my kids have done their work.  I go over the information 
with them based on each student’s disability and I provide them with a red folder 
that has information to help them work with the student.  I check with them on the 
progress students are making with their IEP goals and we look at everything from 
credits to classes and we discuss which classes and labs students should be placed 
in.  I strongly believe in communication and collaboration.  I email teachers, send 
text messages, call or just go sit at their desk and discuss whatever issues or 
concerns they may have about a certain student.  
 
Bobbie, the other special education teacher, discussed how she collaborates with 
other teachers on campus to ensure her students are afforded the support they need: 
Often times my students are in the vocational classes like culinary or construction 
and they struggle with directions.  The general ed teachers and myself work 
closely to identify which students need more support in those classes and then we 
have our special education para go in and offer them more help.  Sometimes they 
can’t follow the directions or follow the computer programs and we make sure we 
are all in collaboration together and create a plan that will help our students be 
successful.  I also make sure I collaborate with the enrollment specialists who are 
also teachers.  If enrollment is done incorrectly our parents can become hostile 
and the relationship is destroyed.  We need to make sure we have all of the 
pertinent IEP information when a student enrolls so it’s important that I regularly 
meet with the enrollment team to make sure students are getting what they need.  
 
Every participant shared the mindset that the collaboration between general 
education and special education teachers made a significant difference in how the school 
worked with students with disabilities.  One of the senior teachers, Annie, noted the 
remarkable progress the school has made in the area of collaboration.  She explained, 
“Communication and support from the special education teachers didn’t exist.  We didn’t 
have a specialist to talk to or get help with IEPs.”  
Each of the nine participants with over five years of service in the independent 
study charter school shared Annie’s outlook on the growth of the collaborative 
relationship between general education and special education teachers.  “We used to not 
have anything.  No IEP support.  We didn’t know what to do with these kids” (Jamie).  “I 
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really had no one to ask a question about my special ed kids . . . just had to roll with it.  
Having a special ed teacher to work with is a gift” (Shirley).  The special education 
teacher with the most tenure described, “From what I’ve heard, these teachers had very 
little support for special ed kids; didn’t know how to develop or implement IEPs.  It was 
a mess from what I’ve heard” (Bobbie). 
Many teachers recognized that collaboration is needed to keep students with 
disabilities supported and productive.  Three of the general education teachers with less 
tenure at the independent study charter school expressed how grateful they were to work 
in a collaborative environment that encourages teachers to work together and share ideas 
about how to best support student growth and overall success.  “I’m so grateful for their 
partnership.  Working with the special education teacher on campus makes my job 
easier” (Humboldt).  “I wouldn’t even know what to do with an IEP if I couldn’t ask our 
special ed teacher.  I would freak out and my kids would suffer” (Kady). 
I often go to the special ed teacher to get ideas for my lessons, with the 
curriculum, the graduating kids on my caseload, how to modify their work, 
change up their activities, understanding their disability, really any time I have a 
question about any of my students with IEPs. I think a lot of my kids would fail if 
I didn’t have this option. So many of my students are passing their classes and 
earning their credits and if it wasn’t for me and the special ed teacher working 
together I don’t think as many would make it. (Saxon) 
 
Overwhelmingly, all the general education teachers shared their gratitude about the 
support they received from the special education teachers.  Many noted that students 
benefit from the partnership between general education and special education staff.    
Negative Challenges 
All 16 participants described a variety of negative experiences in supporting the 
needs of students with disabilities in the independent study charter school.  
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Overwhelmingly, each participant believed that while their program was a great fit for 
many at-risk youth and students with disabilities, it did not fit the needs of all special 
education students or general education students.  “It’s not for all special education 
students” (Jamie).  Bobbie acknowledged, “Some special education students have the 
skills and stamina for independent study and others do not!”  The negative challenges did 
not overshadow the positive experiences that each participant had working with special 
education students, but they did identify that certain challenges existed and impeded their 
ability to provide adequate support to their special education population.   
Time and resources.  When prompted to identify a challenge that educators 
experienced working with students with disabilities, Trina, a general education teacher, 
explained:  
We don’t have as much time with them because of our model.  They’re not 
getting very much direct instruction which I think absolutely directly affects their 
results or their ability to complete work without assistance.  Many of them are 
only getting instruction 1 to 2 days a week and for our special ed kids that’s just 
not enough.  
 
Many teachers recognized that special education students benefit from “repetition” to 
learn new concepts but for many, repetition is not a luxury in this type of learning 
environment.  Trina clarified: 
Repetition is crucial for students with disabilities, to remember old concepts and 
learn new ones. In the independent study charter school model after direct 
instruction occurs, it’s a week until they meet again with their teacher and the 
material learned is typically lost and they do not have the time to provide that type 
of repetition needed.  
 
Cole, the administrator, responded emphatically with one word, “Time!”  She 
further explained: 
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For those students who are academically weak, and not just the special 
education students, but in general, our teachers just don’t have enough time to 
spend with our this same way.  They just don’t have enough time to give to them 
individually on a regular basis.  
 
One of the special education teachers, Bobbie, who had worked at the 
independent study charter school for five years and previously worked as a resource 
special education teacher for years in the Bay Area, spoke passionately about her students 
needing more time: 
In a traditional school you have more time to give information in small doses, 
which is really critical because every day you can give them a part.  Tuesday is 
built upon Monday, and then you can develop your lesson plan from the next 
week based on what their needs are.  Here, you have no time to do that; 
everything is given in one large weekly dose.  You have no idea if they 
understand the material or not until the following week when they bring back 
their work.  Teachers only get time to cover and it was easy and you glance at it 
and see everything is filled in, so you give them their next assignment.  It’s not 
until later when they’re gone that you look and realize that every math problem or 
every science problem is wrong.  The student didn’t even understand it or learn it 
and by then you’re already on to next week’s material and they have to redo the 
previous week.  There’s just not enough time.  
 
Jules also negatively exclaimed, while pointing at his watch, “Time, time is 
definitely a negative challenge, I mean how much math can you teach in one hour a 
week?”  He also explained that only having class one day a week for an hour or two had 
negative impacts on all of his students, but appeared to impact his special education ones 
the most because they require more time to get further instruction to understand the 
material.   
The lack of time students with disabilities spend at the independent study charter 
school campus was recognized as a negative challenge by all of the educators, including 
administration.  Ricardo, a special education teacher, described, “We need our students to 
spend more time with teachers and para-educators on a daily basis to get additional 
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support with their work.”  Many of the teachers and administrators acknowledged that 
students are allowed to attend school at the independent study up to four days a week, for 
the full duration of the school day.  Bobby explained, “Our students are encouraged to 
come to school two to four days a week; take more CTE classes, spend more time with 
general ed teachers and paras, work with us, but many don’t, they just don’t take 
advantage.”  According to Trina, special education students lack the desire to spend more 
time on campus and many of their parents do not require them to attend additional school 
days either; many enroll because the lack of time they have to spend on campus is 
appealing.  She also explained: 
I don’t think this is the best kind of environment for them and I also feel like it 
gives too much flexibility with being here.  They need to be here every single day, 
but they are not required to be.  Now if it was a situation where we did have a 
program where they were require to be here every day then it would be a different 
story because then they would have to be.  We offer students to come more days a 
week.  However, parents, and I’m not saying all parents, some of them are like, 
we can’t get them here everyday.  I have to work so if you can’t take the bus or if 
you don’t wanna come, then you don’t have to be here and that hurts a lot of kids 
from making progress. It goes against who we are a as an independent study 
charter, but they really need to be here more.  
 
Jamie, Annie, and Humboldt also identified lack of resources in addition to time 
as being a challenge when working with students with disabilities at the independent 
study charter school.  Among the three of them, they wished they had a wider variety of 
modified curriculum and supplemental materials to use with special education students 
and expressed a desire to obtain more technology to enhance their instruction.  Annie 
admitted, “I have seen significant growth in the area of resources and modified 
curriculum after working at the independent study for eight years, I still have to create a 
lot of my own supplemental materials.”  Humboldt commented: 
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I’m always looking for more modified activities, but don’t have the time and 
what I’m using to support special education students might not be what another 
teacher is using, so we could use more school adopted modified curriculum so its 
more uniform and accessible.  
 
Shirley, Jamie, and Cole specifically mentioned they wished they had access to 
more special education para-educators throughout the week as resources to be able to 
provide more one-on-one support for special education students.  “We especially need 
more support for students who are far below grade level and need more than the general 
education teacher can provide” (Shirley).  Cole, visibly frustrated, commented that at 
times during the week there is an influx of special education students, and her teachers do 
not have the time to be able to sit with them and give personal attention to help them with 
their assignments.   
Sometimes it’s difficult because students can drop in and get support from para-
educators and teachers if they are available, but sometimes we have many special 
education students that need their hands held to get through the work and we just 
don’t have enough manpower.  We have a special education teacher on our 
campus one to two days a week and a para a few days, but we could benefit to 
have someone daily like the some of the other campuses have. (Cole) 
 
Jamie and Humboldt both felt that having a special education para-educator in 
their core academic classes would also help when students fall behind in class and need 
more support, but agreed that this resource may not be realistic.  
I think having a special education para in my advisory class each week would 
help a few of my special education students.  I really don’t have that many in that 
particular class, but sometimes I recognize they fall behind and because I have a 
group of other kids who can keep up I struggle being able to provide them the 
support they need. (Jamie) 
 
Humboldt teaches three English classes for students with IEPs and English language 
learners and acknowledged that having weekly support from a special education para-
educator would be beneficial due to her students who have severe reading deficits.  
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As much as I would love to have a special education para in my EDGE reading 
class, I know that we have such a high volume of special education students and 
that a para may not be available during each of my classes to provide support. 
Usually, I send them over to the special education room to get more help with 
their work if they are really struggling and that works too.  
 
The two special education teachers casually mentioned that more resources would 
be beneficial for special education students, but Bobbie, the special education teacher 
with the most seniority, admitted that her district’s response has improved significantly 
throughout the past several years with the hiring of additional special education teachers 
and para-educators.  
My first year at this charter I was so incredibly overwhelmed and wanted to go 
back to one of the district schools mainly because the number of special ed kids 
and paperwork was out of control.  I was managing two of the larger independent 
study campuses and another sped teacher shared the other two campuses but also 
supported three other charter schools so she was only on the independent site two 
days a week, so she really didn’t get to work with kids.  Before I started there was 
only one special education teachers for all of the charter schools, can you imagine 
that?  We’ve come along way and have more special education support than 
before, but we could always use more support for our kids, especially since the 
special education teachers are inundated with writing IEPs and keeping up with 
paperwork; we have little time to dedicate to working one-on-one with students 
who need lots of help.  I say, bring on more trained paras please! (Bobbie) 
 
Ricardo, the newest special education teacher admitted that while he splits his 
time between two campuses, he often hears complaints from certain teachers that they 
would like to have his help on their campus additional days.  Shirley commented, “We 
really could use more support during the week over here to help out our special ed 
kiddos.  The special ed guy is only here one day a week.”  He spoke of bringing this 
concern to his special education director.  “At my last charter meeting we discussed 
hiring more teachers, but the powers that be didn’t say that was a possibility at this time” 
(Ricardo).  Both special education teachers implied, however, that their district was 
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discussing the possibility of hiring additional para-educators to support students the 
following school year.   
Student motivation.  Overwhelmingly, all of the educators interviewed identified 
that student motivation, or lack thereof, is one of the major negative challenges they face 
from a majority of their students.  However, each teacher and administrator mentioned 
that many of their special education students struggle the most with being motivated to 
get their work done, in addition to attending their classes and their weekly teacher 
appointments consistently.  The lack of motivation for turning in work, missing multiple 
classes, and not attending appointments with their teacher of record are among the main 
reasons five of the general education teachers attributed to “dropping” students from their 
independent study charter school.  
One of my biggest challenges is never getting a good amount of work because the 
way our program is run, we have to get a certain amount of work per week so that 
we can justify them being in the program and its very difficult sometimes with 
students who have IEPs.  Some weeks they are really motivated and then others 
not so much and turn in nothing.  Many of my IEP kids only do one subject worth 
of work and not do any of the other subjects.  We are supposed to give 3 subjects 
a week and sometimes they only do some of one subject or maybe all of one 
subject.  That’s a really big challenge because then when it comes down to when I 
have to try to justify why they should stay I don’t have the work samples to do so 
and then they have to be dropped from the program.  Even when we offer more 
support, send them to the special ed room they don’t complete what they need to.  
And then there are other times they just don’t call or show up to school after being 
on point the previous week.  Their lack of motivation to earn their credits makes 
me crazy. (Ricky)  
 
Kady also commented that the independent work aspect appears difficult for a 
handful of her special education students who are unmotivated to earn their credits.  “I 
think that many of my students with IEPs are distracted by things outside of school, like 
hanging out with their homies, playing video games, anything really” (Kady).  Many 
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teachers agreed that those who are eager to graduate are far more motivated to attend 
school and complete their required work, even if they struggle with it.  Ricky noted, “If 
they want that diploma, they’ll get their backside here to do the work.” 
Kady and Jamie both expressed that among their teacher friends in the traditional 
environment, student motivation is an enormous challenge that many schools attempt to 
address.  They acknowledged that lack of motivation in their independent study charter 
school impacts the special education students the most in this school environment.  Jamie 
remarked, “Motivation is a driving force in our setting and many of our special ed kids 
just aren’t and unfortunately don’t earn their diploma from here.”  
Student motivation is such a hot topic amongst many educators, but here in this 
independent study world, getting students motivated to get to school is so 
difficult.  You’d think since they signed up for an independent study charter 
school with independent in the name they would have some self-motivation to get 
their work done and get to school, but unfortunately that is not always the case. 
(Jamie) 
 
According to Cole, dropping students from the program is always the general 
education teacher’s last resort and is often a direct result of a student being unmotivated 
about school in general.  She identified that special education students who have 
supportive parents and caregivers tend to be the most motivated.  
We have special education kids in our program who have parole officers checking 
in with them weekly to see if they are meeting the terms of their probation by 
attending school and getting their work done.  We also have parents who are 
incredibly communicative with our teachers and offer up rewards and incentives 
for their students to get their work done.  Our students need all the support they 
can get to stay motivated. (Cole)  
 
Each participant expressed that dropping students is something they hate to do, but due to 
state regulations for student seat time and amount of submitted work needed, they are 
ultimately left with no other alternative.  
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When teachers do not have enough work samples or documented seat time, 
then teachers have to make a difficult decision and are left with no other choice 
but to drop students who do not complete work or show up to school.  Our charter 
dictates these two specific things.  Students and parents are informed of these 
things and sign a contract when they enroll. (Arden) 
 
The two special education teachers mentioned that many of their students are 
unsuccessful in this environment because of the independent nature of the program.  They 
recognized that a lot of their special education population is enticed to attend the 
independent study charter school because the program does not require daily attendance.  
Ricardo noted, “They’ll enroll and then after a few weeks lose motivation and get 
overwhelmed.  Typically they won’t ask anyone for help either.”  Bobbie identified that 
one of the negative challenges she faced with her caseload of special education students 
is keeping them motivated to attend school and complete their work packets in a timely 
manner.   
I have a lot of students who have the prerequisite skills needed to work 
independently  and are motivated to earn their credits and their diploma.  Then on 
the other hand I have so many who have not acquired the skill set to be 
successful: advocating for themselves, seeking support and lacking motivation to 
earn their credits, no matter how much you encourage them, call home to parents, 
they just don’t care.  Many parents complain that they can’t motivate them to get 
to school or do their work either. (Bobbie) 
 
Bobbie and Ricardo both acknowledged that when they reviewed student IEPs 
completed at former schools, many comments from previous teachers were regarding 
attendance and motivation.  “The very thing that was a concern at their other school 
brought them here to sign up for a program that one needs to be motivated for and attend, 
minimally, but still attend” (Bobbie).  They spoke about being confused as to why 
struggling students who had myriad services would want to enroll in a school that offered 
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limited IEP services.  “We only have 60 minutes a week on our IEPs for support; 
some students had 120 to 200 plus minutes of services daily at their other school” 
(Ricardo).  
When the educators were asked if they believed their independent study charter 
school was an appropriate placement for students with disabilities, each participant 
acknowledged that motivated special education students appear to be the most successful 
in their program.  Nadia energetically responded, “When special ed students are 
motivated to be here, they are successful!”  Cole implied, “Those who need more services 
might be better served in their home school.”  The special education teachers spoke about 
a few instances in which they encouraged students to return to their traditional campus 
where they would be offered more individualized and specialized support on a daily 
basis.  “It hasn’t happened often, but I have had to turn a few students away who needed 
more support” (Bobbie).  Chip adamantly replied, “This place ain’t for everyone.”  
Several teachers and the two administrators expressed a sincere dedication in trying to 
support each and every special education student who enrolls to their school.  When the 
principal of all four campuses was asked this question, he unwaveringly replied:  
We’ll take any student and we’ll do our best to make it work but for some 
students with severe disabilities, their parents will tour our school and discover 
that our independent study program is probably not the best fit for their child.  
Beyond those with moderate to severe disabilities that require a full day in a 
special education classroom, we can and will provide services to any student that 
walks through the door. (Arden) 
 
Training and preparation.  When the educators were each asked what types of 
trainings had been offered to them through their district to support their knowledge of 
working with students with disabilities, only one of the general education teachers was 
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able to identify a single training in her eight years of service.  “It was a training 
workshop on how to work with certain behavior issues so it wasn’t just special ed 
related” (Annie).  The two administrators and 9 of the 12 general education teachers 
interviewed recalled no formalized training provided by their district to provide any 
additional skills and tools needed to work with students with disabilities.  Jules and 
Humboldt, two teachers located at the same school site, mentioned that their special 
education teacher had done a few informal trainings during staff meetings with them on 
how to read IEP paperwork, complete teacher reports, accommodate student work, 
differentiate lessons, and work with challenging student behaviors.  “The IEP teacher 
here has met with us a couple times this year and reviewed how to look at an IEP and 
understand pieces of it that pertain to us” (Jules).  Annie, Chip, and Humboldt recognized 
that beyond the informal trainings, there had been no specific trainings from their district 
to work with students with disabilities.  Annie recalled being able to attend a training 
over five years ago at the County Office of Education that addressed special education 
students, which her administrator paid for her to attend.    
Visibly frustrated, Trina commented: 
Nothing.  I don’t feel like my district has offered anything in the six years I’ve 
worked here.  I’ve not been provided any type of special education professional 
training.  Since I came to work for (blank) I have not attended any professional 
development that dealt with specifically students with disabilities.  None.  I feel 
like there are some offered through the County office of Education, but we are not 
encouraged or pushed to attend.  Can you tell that this annoys me, especially 
when we have so many special education students in our program?  
  
Shirley ardently replied, “Zero, I would love some training!”  Kady paused for 
about 30 seconds after being asked the question and then answered, “Wow, none, I can’t 
think of one.”  Jamie also confirmed, “None, I’ve been here for roughly seven years and 
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can’t remember one.”  Another general education teacher, Saxon, looked like she was 
in disbelief when she replied, “Well none, none that I can think of, but I’ve only been 
here two years.”  While Cole, one of the administrators responded, “None, I can’t really 
remember any special ed specific trainings.”  
Six of the general education teachers and both administrators acknowledged that 
their district does provide RTI (Response to Intervention) training continuously 
throughout the school year during professional development days and at site-specific staff 
meetings; however, they acknowledged that these trainings do not highlight working with 
special education students.  Nadia identified that RTI trainings had been offered and 
geared towards training teachers how to accommodate all students.  She further 
explained: 
One of the components of RTI is to identify academic and behavioral problems 
early on for students, which in our charter school is difficult to do because we get 
our students later on in their educational career and typically in their late teens.  
Aspects of RTI are good for me because it helps me to be more aware that I need 
to accommodate my lessons and assignments for most of my students and not just 
for my special education ones.  We try to develop classes and coursework to 
address students with academic weaknesses and we even have classes in place to 
specifically support special education students and EL students.  But again, we 
have all of this, but no trainings to help us work with students with disabilities 
specifically other than RTI that I can think of.  
 
Many participants recognized that the RTI trainings offered by their district were 
informative and beneficial, but agreed they did not provide them with specific skills to 
support the needs of special education students.  Jamie responded, “RTI training is for all 
learners, but I want more training on how to work with students with disabilities; like 
how to read IEPs and to make sure I’m following the IEP correctly . . . we don’t get that.”  
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Seven of the general education teachers and both administrators noted they 
would like specific trainings on working with special education students.  “Sign me up” 
(Kady).  “So do you know where I can get more training on how to work with special ed 
kiddos?  I’d sure like it” (Jamie).  “I know I could use some training” (Trina).  Cole 
suggested, “I think more training on disabilities for our teachers would be helpful.”  Chip 
conceded, “I’m don’t need any formal training, I personally like being able to stop in the 
IEP teacher’s office and talk over issues or student concerns.  That’s helpful for me.”  
Overwhelmingly, most teachers described their openness to participating in training to 
help them understand disabilities and how to support special education students in their 
independent study school.  
The two special education teachers were able to identify several of the trainings, 
formal and informal, that their district provided and offered to them throughout the past 
school year.  Ricardo signified, “My district is not the same district as the charter school 
and I’m curious if those teachers can go to our district trainings.  Don’t know really.”  
They both acknowledged that they are welcomed to attend any charter school trainings 
provided at their school sites.  Bobbie, who supported special education students at all of 
the independent study school charter school sites, commented: 
I have full access to attend the trainings and professional developments at the 
independent study school, but many times they do not reflect what I am doing or 
need to be doing to ensure the specific needs of my special education are being 
addressed.  On the flipside, my district tries to ensure that I am given the tools to 
support my students, but being able to attend all of the district trainings are really 
difficult because I work outside of the district.  With that being said, often times 
when they have collaborative training days with all of the special education 
teachers in the district it is during a normal work day at the charter school and 
attending is often an inconvenience and difficult to do, especially with the lack of 
communication sometimes at the district level.  So, yes, my district does have 
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trainings, but I’m not going to lie, it’s difficult to coordinate being able to 
attend them.  
 
Ricardo shared his similar feelings about the lack of communication from his district.  
Sometimes I find out a week or two in advance that a district training is occurring, 
but I’ve already planned IEPs and sent out invites to parents so there have been a 
couple trainings I’ve missed out on.  And actually I just vented at a recent meeting 
and I was assured by my special ed coordinator that next year I would be given a 
calendar of trainings so I could plan better.  
 
Bobbie expressed concern about the lack of training offered to the teachers at the 
independent study.  
In an ideal world, both districts should give training to all educators on how to 
successfully include students with disabilities.  It shouldn’t just be the 
responsibility of one district in my opinion. I think the burden to train the general 
education staff at my school falls on me, but with so many students on my 
caseload and the amount of paperwork required of me, I often fall short of this 
unspoken expectation.  I personally feel it’s a part of my duty to impart my 
special education wisdom, but when?  I mean, I have little time to eat my lunch, 
let alone train staff.  
 
When the teachers and administrators were asked about their experiences within 
their credential program and coursework, only three teachers recalled classes taken that 
were specific to working with students with disabilities.  “I remember the one class I had 
to take to fulfill my requirements because we also had to do volunteer work at a school in 
a special education class” (Jules).  Ten of the general education teachers acknowledged 
that they did not recall any classes or coursework that prepared them to work with special 
education students.  “I had a one-time seminar session and all I really remember was 
parents have these rights” (Humboldt).  Many of the general education teachers expressed 
that during their first few years of teaching, they felt a lack of preparation when special 
education students were placed on their caseloads and in their classes.  They attributed 
their lack of preparation to the absence of exposure to classes and coursework during 
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their credential programs.  “I didn’t even know what IEPs were until I came here.  It 
was all general ed stuff” (Shirley). 
Ricky and Nadia both taught elementary for several years prior to working at the 
independent study charter school and each acknowledged that they did not connect 
previous credential classes to being able to successfully work with special education 
students in their classes.  
My first year was terrifying. I remember being told by the principal that four of 
my third graders were special ed and I was like, what?  I also remember thinking 
in my head that the special ed teacher would be in my class all day to support me, 
but boy was I wrong.  These kids were mine and she was there to support me, but 
she was a terrible teacher and didn’t even last the whole year so I really didn’t get 
much support.  When one sweet little guy couldn’t keep up with the math lessons 
or didn’t know how to skip count I didn’t know what to do.  He would turn in 
blank times table tests every weak and I would freak out.  All blank.  It broke my 
heart.  The sped teacher was useless.  I digress, but I honestly remember saying to 
my mom several times during my first year of teaching that college did not 
prepare me for this (laughing)!!!! (Ricky) 
 
Nadia also spoke of a memorable experience.  
I remember getting my first IEP invitation.  I was like, what the hell is this?  I was 
clueless.  Took it to my principal and she had to explain to me what I was looking 
at. I literally remember having a moment like, dang, after all that money spent for 
college I didn’t even know what an IEP was.  I mean, really, I had no idea.  
 
Four of the teachers, who were the most recent college graduates and obtained 
their teaching credential, explained how they felt their credential programs did not 
prepare them for working with special education students.  
During my credential program, I only had to observe a special education 
classroom and  write a report.  Beyond that, I didn’t have much of a take away; 
other than remembering that the special education teacher I observed seemed very 
overwhelmed working with so many different challenges and needs and I just 
remember the students having a lot of energy, but it was an elementary class so 
maybe that was to be expected.  So when I got three special ed students in my first 
English class here at this school during my first year of teaching I almost had a 
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complete panic attack.  Writing that paper of observing a special ed class did 
nothing to prepare me to work with special ed students in my own classes! (Kady)  
 
When asked if she had attended any classes or completed any coursework during 
her credential program specifically related to working with students with disabilities, 
Humboldt recalled, “During my two year program, I didn’t have one specific class, just 
the seminar I mentioned and that clearly was not enough to prepare me to work special 
education students.”  Saxon, the most recent graduate, also did not recall any exposure to 
special education classes or related coursework.  She contributed her apprehension of 
working with students with disabilities to the lack of necessary preparation during her 
credential program.  
Honestly, I really don’t think I had any classes about special ed or students with 
disabilities.  It hasn’t even been that long that I graduated and I remember more 
courses that dealt with EL students and students with behavioral and emotional 
issues as a result of being in poverty.  I remember a lot about the focus on English 
Language Learners that’s what sticks out the most from my credential program oh 
and homelessness.  We had classes, assignments and research papers around EL 
students. Nothing in my program prepared me to participate in IEPs, 
accommodate my lessons and assignments to include special ed students or make 
sure I’m following student’s IEP . . . ummmmm nothing.  I mean, if I didn’t have 
support here I would be lost and my special ed students would be in serious 
trouble. Dang, that’s a shame when you think about it.  No classes to prepare me. 
(Saxon) 
 
The two administrators also stated they did not recall any classes or coursework 
related to specifically working with students with disabilities during their teaching and 
administrative credential programs.  “I had one class of special populations that mainly 
focused on EL students and mentioned special ed students, but the focus was mainly EL” 
(Cole).  Two of the general education teachers and the two special education teachers 
were able to explain the content learned in many of their classes, and one was able to 
remember the specific course title.  Jules exclaimed, “Oh yeah, I remember, EDS100, 
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intro to special ed, great class!”  Annie also replied, “Yep, I had an introduction to 
special ed class.  Don’t remember the exact name, but we learned about disabilities, 
inclusion and IEPs.”  
The special education teachers identified that their programs were specific to 
special education, and they both discussed how their credential classes and coursework 
prepared them sufficiently to work with students with disabilities.  Bobbie suggested, 
however, that there was not enough preparation in her schooling on how to work with 
general education teachers to support the needs of special education students.  
Thanks to my education I feel comfortable working with a classroom of special 
education students, but what I find most challenging and overwhelming is 
working effectively with the gen ed teachers.  I wasn’t trained so much for that.  I 
wasn’t trained for their rudeness and straight out denial of disabilities or their 
disregard for accommodating student work.  That doesn’t so much happen here 
because teachers are pretty responsive, but I will get the occasional eye-rolls or 
unwillingness to modify work.  I’ve had to advocate that a couple students get 
moved to a more supportive teacher who will be willing to implement supports 
without argument. (Bobbie) 
 
Ricardo also spoke of the lack of preparation his credential program provided him 
to work with general education teachers.  “I distinctly recall learning about disabilities, 
developing IEPs, creating a safe classroom, but not a thing about working with general 
education teachers.  I mean, there the ones implementing IEPs and they can be 
intimidating at times.”  
Overwhelmingly, many of the general education teachers and administrators 
expressed that without the support of the special education teachers on their campuses, 
they would not feel as prepared to work with students with disabilities on their campuses 
based on just their experiences during their credential programs.  The teachers who had 
recollection of their special education classes and coursework shared their 
  
111 
appreciativeness of the support provided to them by the special education teachers on 
their campuses.  Annie stated, “I had a good foundation after I graduated and I love 
learning more about how to help students with IEPs from my special education teacher. 
I’ve learned a lot from her.”  
Summary of Findings 
Even though each of the research participants had different experiences working 
with students with disabilities in the independent study charter school, each general 
education and special education teacher and administrator agreed that their school 
provided special education students a supportive and flexible alternative to the traditional 
school setting.  Every participant had some form of teaching experience in a traditional 
environment and were able to identify poignant differences that set their program apart 
from a traditional school.  All 12 general education teachers valued the freedom they 
were given to individualize instruction and provide one-on-one learning opportunities for 
their students.  The general education teachers described the types of accommodations 
and modifications they provide for special education students.  Many of them 
acknowledged that the partnership between them and the special education teachers 
helped them to be better prepared to implement accommodations and differentiate lessons 
and activities for their students.  
All 16 participants described the independent study charter school as an inclusive 
setting for special education students.  Each general education teacher and administrator 
commented that the school did not exclude students with disabilities in their classrooms 
and the administrators prided themselves in the fact that they enrolled all special 
education students working towards obtaining their high school diploma.  The two 
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special education teachers had more reservations about the enrollment policy of the 
school to enroll all students regardless of academic or cognitive ability.  They feared 
some students were not equipped to withstand the academic struggles and rigor of 
independent study.  Many of the participants recognized the importance of special 
education students being included in all classes, especially the CTE classes designed to 
give students applicable vocational skills to prepare them for future employment.  
Collaboration was noted by participants as being the foundation of success for 
their school and the two administrators described that collaboration was a clear 
expectation for all school staff.  Many participants noted that the collaborative school 
environment was unlike other school settings they had worked at and acknowledged the 
impact it made on them to support student needs.  Many of the general education teachers 
described the layout of the school and explained how the physical design promoted and 
supported a collaborative school environment.  
Accessibility of coworkers and administrators was also noted as a contributor to 
teachers feeling supported and better equipped to serve a difficult population of students.  
Moreover, all 12 general education teachers described the accessibility of the special 
education teachers as a key factor in being able to successfully include students with 
disabilities into their classrooms.  Being able to partner with the special education teacher 
provided the general education teachers a stronger understanding of how to support the 
needs of students with disabilities in their independent study charter school.  The special 
education teachers acknowledged that the partnership between general education and 
special education teachers was critical in ensuring that students with disabilities were 
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provided the necessary tools to help them be successful at the independent study 
charter school.  
Participants described the negative challenges that impacted the success of many 
special education and general education students alike.  All 16 participants noted that 
time and resources were among the top challenges they encountered when working with 
students with disabilities.  Many of the educators believed the limited time they had to 
work with their special education students impeded these students from earning credits 
and maintaining enrollment at the independent study charter school.  Resources were also 
described as a negative challenge for the teachers.  Given the large population of students 
with disabilities at each campus, many of the general and special education teachers 
expressed a desire for additional manpower on their campuses to ensure more support for 
special education students.  
The lack of training was also viewed as a negative challenge for most of the 
general education teachers.  Three general education teachers acknowledged some type of 
informal training provided by their special education staff at some point during their 
career at the independent study charter school; however, both administrators and nine 
general education teachers reported they had never been provided any training to support 
their knowledge of working with students with disabilities.  Each participant recognized 
the importance of being prepared and properly trained to support the behavioral, 
emotional, and academic challenges of special education students.  All 16 participants 
noted that more training on how to better serve this population in their unique school 
setting would be beneficial for both special education students and school staff.  In 
addition to trainings, most of the general education and both administrators conceded that 
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their college credential programs did not provide them with the necessary coursework 
to build a solid foundation of how to support students with disabilities in a general 
education school setting.  
Results and Interpretations 
The final section of Chapter 4 offers an interpretive discussion of the findings that 
emerged from the participants’ experiences.  Drawing from these findings, four results 
emerged and are discussed in relation to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  These 
results and their interpretations inform the conclusions and recommendations offered in 
Chapter 5.  
Result One. Independent study charter schools “enrollment for all” policy is 
misleading, as the school cannot always offer appropriate FAPE for some special 
education students. 
 
Participants described a non-restrictive school setting and explained that special 
education students are able to attend any and all academic and vocational classes.  This 
aligned with Yell’s (2012) recommendation that before schools place students in more 
restrictive settings, they must make efforts to support the learning of students with 
disabilities in less restrictive settings by implementing supplementary aids and services to 
help them be successful.  Participants did not make mention of any restrictive type 
classroom settings offered, but acknowledged a strictly inclusive environment for all 
learners.  They only mentioned one type of setting offered at their independent study 
charter school and identified several examples when they believed this setting did not 
provide enough services for some special education students and considered it an 
inappropriate placement.  
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This study’s findings contradict Lake and Gross’s (2012) research, which 
indicated that when trying to enroll in a charter school some parents receive intentional 
and unintentional messages that their children are not welcomed.  Students on a diploma 
track are welcomed at the independent study charter school, according to participant 
responses.  Winters (2014) further noted that exclusionary admission does exist within 
the charter school system.  While these exclusionary practices did not exist upon initial 
enrollment at this independent study, participants described a process that limits students 
with disabilities from remaining enrolled on their campus.  Participants explained the 30-
day IEP meeting that the special education teacher holds designed to determine the 
appropriateness of the school setting as well as offer alternative programs.  Restrictive 
and exclusionary practices inadvertently exist at the independent study charter school, 
leaving out non-diploma track special education students with moderate to severe 
disabilities.  Participants acknowledged that moderate to severe students are not typically 
seen on their school campuses.  
Garda (2012) and Lake (2010) identified that charter schools are responsible for 
providing free appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment, ensuring 
that students with disabilities are provided special education programs, services, supports, 
and specialized academic instruction to students with special needs.  Participants agreed 
that services and supports exist on their campuses and acknowledged that their school is 
equipped with qualified special education staff that develop and implement IEPs.  Even 
with the services and supports, many participants questioned the appropriateness of the 
setting based on the students’ inability to complete independent school work, meet 
weekly for their teacher appointments, and attend classes.  
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Participants identified enrollment issues such as students not disclosing they 
have an IEP, non-diploma track students enrolling, and academically weak students who 
struggle with independent work and motivation enrolling.  They spoke of “enrollment for 
all” and acknowledged that a 30-day meeting is held by the special education teacher to 
discuss appropriateness of the school placement and to provide alternative education 
options if necessary.  These findings are in accordance with California Ed Code Section 
51745c, stating that upon enrollment in an independent study school, an IEP is needed to 
consider the independent study an appropriate placement.  According to participants, 
IEPs are held 30 days after enrollment, which is still within compliance because under Ed 
Code, independent studies can convene at a later date to discuss the appropriateness of 
the school and offer alternative programs if necessary.  Participants acknowledged that 
procedures are in place to address the appropriateness of the independent study charter 
school for students with disabilities but discussed questions about the appropriateness of 
the placement for students who stay.  
Result Two.  Collaborative relationships between general education and special 
education educators influence inclusion 
 
The findings discussed in this study reveal that the participants described 
collaboration as an essential component to creating a successful inclusive independent 
study school environment.  They agreed that the collaborative nature of the school is 
encouraged and supported by their administrators.  Teacher participants identified that 
collaboration is not only an expectation of their administrators, but they are also provided 
time to collaborate with one another.  Administrator participants identified that 
collaboration is key and a critical skill needed of all staff.  They identified that they 
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provide staff time to collaborate during weekly meetings and also described that the 
school’s open design allowed for teachers to be able to collaborate throughout the school 
day.  This reinforces prior findings by Soodak and Podell (1998) and Voltz (2003).  
Soodak and Podell (1998) found that general education teachers are more willing to 
accommodate students with disabilities when their administration is supportive of 
inclusion and of collaboration between general and special education teachers.  Voltz 
(2003) suggested that administrators need to support collaboration by giving adequate 
time to teachers to be able to plan and collaborate in addition to modeling collaborative 
decision-making processes.    
The general education teachers described feeling better prepared to support the 
needs of special education students when they were given direction and feedback from 
special education teachers.  They acknowledged that their apprehension and anxiety to be 
able to successfully include students with disabilities decreased when they were able to 
collaborate with special education staff.  These findings aligned with Villa et al.’s (1996) 
research that indicated collaboration was a main variable that predicated positive attitudes 
toward inclusion.  Through working with their special education support staff on campus, 
the general education participants described feeling better equipped to educate students 
with disabilities.  The partnership between special education and general education 
teachers was a factor that encouraged participants to include students with disabilities in 
their classes.  These findings also aligned with Orr’s (2009) research that concluded for 
special education students to thrive in general education settings, special education 
teachers need to work collaboratively with their general education colleagues to help 
create instructional strategies and supports.  
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Result Three.  Flexibility of educational approaches impacts successful inclusion 
at the independent study charter school.   
 
Unlike traditional school campuses, the participants identified that their 
independent study charter school has flexibility of instructional approach and design.  
They believed their ability to individualize and provide one-on-one instruction sets them 
apart from other schools and makes them more desirable for students with disabilities.  
This aligned with Christenson and Rainey’s (2009) research that found in general, charter 
schools are more flexible to choose a variety of methods and instructional models that 
can be individualized to fit student needs.  Participants expressed pride in their ability to 
be able to accommodate and modify learning opportunities for students.  They 
acknowledged that they have more flexibility to provide one-on-one and small-group 
learning environments, which they believed were more supportive for many of their 
students who struggle in large-group classroom settings.  
Lake (2008) concluded that charter schools typically focus their “educational 
designs on specific missions and populations: adapt their school day and year to meet the 
needs of their students; customize their programs to help struggling students; and bring 
college-prep courses to inner-city students” (p. 4).  Participants agreed that they are able 
to adapt teacher appointment times and class times to meet the needs of students; 
schedules can be adjusted to support student learning.  Participants also acknowledged 
that, in addition to adapting student schedules, they had access to modified curriculum 
and supplemental activities to help support struggling learners.  
Participants also described a vocational track of study unique to their charter 
school that offers students an opportunity to learn hands-on skills to prepare them for 
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work.  They recognized that the CTE classes provide students a more hands-on 
approach to learning beyond the academic classroom.  The vocational approach is unique 
to this setting, and many participants believed students are leaving the surrounding 
traditional schools in search of this type of career education that is missing in many 
regular school settings.  
Result Four.  Lack of exposure to special education coursework during the 
credential program and limited on-the-job training minimizes general education 
teachers’ effectiveness to work with students with disabilities at the independent 
study charter school. 
 
Blanton et al.’s (2014) research suggested revisions are needed for general 
education teaching programs.  Their research also recommended, “teacher education 
programs in general and special education should be a collaborative enterprise among the 
faculty in general education and special education” (p. 40).  Participants in the current 
study described teaching programs that offered limited to no exposure to special 
education coursework and practicum.  They keenly described programs that were missing 
elements introducing them to knowledge of IEPs and working with special education 
students specifically.  Allday et al. (2013) concluded that pre-service teacher programs 
need to offer coursework to educate general education teachers on how to differentiate 
instruction for students with disabilities and collaborate with special education teachers.  
Participants expressed that their coursework did not prepare them to learn how to 
differentiate instruction or include students with disabilities.  The lack of preparation 
mentioned aligned with the research of Drame (2011) and Estes (2004, 2009) who found 
that many charter school teachers felt they lack the requisite skills and expertise to teach 
students with disabilities.  
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Participants explained how this lack of exposure left them feeling 
underprepared to work with students with special needs.  The participants’ descriptions 
support Cavendish et al.’s (2012) research that found that general education teachers felt 
underprepared and unable to meet the needs of special education students in the general 
education classroom.  Some participants in this study were recent graduates and were 
able to describe one class during their credential program that concentrated on special 
education students and their disabilities.  This coincided with Shade and Stewart’s (2001) 
research that requiring one course in special education for general education teaching 
programs is insufficient in preparing teachers for inclusion.  These participants also 
indicated that one class did not prepare them to work with the diverse needs in their 
general education classrooms and, likewise, the one class did not teach them how to 
differentiate or accommodate the educational needs of students with disabilities.  
Gross and Lake (2014) acknowledged that successful charter schools have 
partnerships with other networks that provide training and professional development.  
They named charter schools that have connections with college programs that train and 
support special education staff.  Conversely, participants spoke to limited exposure to 
trainings and professional development opportunities to enhance their understanding of 
disabilities and how to successfully implement supports to special education students.  
The participants described frustration with the lack of training provided by their district 
to support an inclusive setting.  They shared their apprehensions of working with special 
education students and recognized they are not formally trained on how to educate 
students with severe academic and behavioral needs resulting from a disability.  This 
finding aligns with Hine’s (2001) research that indicated specific training and special 
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education coursework that prepares teachers to support special education students is 
one of the most influential elements to shape positive perceptions of inclusion.  In this 
study, participants expressed a lack of special education coursework in addition to 
trainings on the inclusion of students with disabilities.  
Summary 
This chapter discussed the findings of the case study detailing the four major 
themes that emerged from the research.  In addition to the findings, the results of the 
study were presented and interpreted through the lens of related literature in the field.   
The findings and results inform the conclusions and recommendations offered in the final 
chapter.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this case study was to explore the experiences of teachers (both 
general education and special education) and administrators working in independent 
study charter school settings to understand the challenges they face and the adequacy of 
their preparation and instruction to support students with disabilities.  The following 
research questions guided this research: 
1. How do independent study charter school educators describe their experiences 
teaching students with disabilities?  
2. What challenges do independent study charter school educators face when 
supporting students with disabilities?  
3. How do independent study charter school educators describe their preparedness 
to support the individualized needs of students with disabilities?  
Sixteen educators participated in this study and included 12 general education 
teachers, two school administrators, and two district-assigned special education teachers, 
all working at an independent study charter school with multiple sites within a single 
charter school organization in Northern California.  The 16 participants included four 
males and 12 females.  Each participated in one-on-one interviews.  Ten of the 
participants worked at the independent study charter school for five or more years; the 
remaining six had less than five years’ experience at the charter school.  
Through in-depth analysis of interviews, artifacts, and the researcher’s journal, 
four findings emerged: (a) individualized learning, (b) inclusive practices, (c) 
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collaborative school culture, and (d) negative challenges, which were discussed in 
detail in Chapter 4.  Four results were interpreted from the findings and situated within 
relevant literature: (a) Independent study charter schools “enrollment for all” policy can 
be misleading, as the school cannot always offer appropriate FAPE for some special 
education students; (b) Collaborative relationships between general education and special 
education educators influence inclusion; (c) Flexibility of educational approaches impacts 
successful inclusion at the independent study charter school; and (d) Independent study 
charter schools enroll students with disabilities without hiring adequately trained general 
education teachers to work with them.  Conclusions from the study emerged from the 
findings and results presented, incorporating the voices, perceptions, and experiences of 
the 16 study participants and are offered in response to the research questions posed.  
This final chapter also offers recommendations for helping teachers and administrators in 
independent study charter schools become better equipped to educate students with 
disabilities in their unique school setting.   
Conclusions 
Drawing from the trail of evidence presented in Chapter 4, the conclusions are 
provided in the context of responses to the three research questions that guided this study. 
Research Question One.  How do independent study charter school educators 
describe their experiences teaching students with disabilities?  
 
Many of the participants shared positive experiences they had while working with 
the students with disabilities at the independent study charter school.  General education 
teacher participants described the successes of special education students in this 
independent study school setting.  They spoke sometimes emotionally about close human 
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connections they were able to have with special needs students in this unique 
environment and attributed student success to those unique connections.  They explained 
that many of the special needs students left traditional schools at which they were bullied, 
mistreated, or fell through the cracks.  
General education teacher participants described the independent study charter 
school as the “last resort” for students to earn credits and obtain their diploma.  They 
expressed appreciation for being able to get to know students on a more personal level 
and shared gratitude in being able to provide students a safe and supportive environment 
for them to be successful.  It can be concluded that the teachers attributed the successes 
of students with disabilities at the independent study charter school to the close 
connections and personal support that general education teachers provide. 
Special education teacher participants also told stories about the successes of their 
students.  They acknowledged that despite their preconceived reservations about special 
education students being enrolled in an independent study, they experienced that many of 
these students were successful.  They identified that students felt cared about, believed in, 
and motivated to stay in the independent environment despite academic weaknesses and 
challenges.  They expressed feelings of exhaustion, but also a willingness to serve special 
education students who desire to enroll in the independent study.  It can be concluded that 
special education teachers are willing to put personal reservations aside to support 
general education teachers and help the special education students achieve success.  
Administrator participants shared a sense of the pride they experienced seeing 
their teachers provide emotional and mental supports for students beyond classroom 
academic instruction.  They identified specific special education students struggling in 
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their program who needed to have their personal needs met prior to a focus on 
academic needs.  They described strong feelings of satisfaction from being able to meet 
student needs, knowing that many of their special education students were successful and 
thriving in their program.  They acknowledged that they welcomed special education 
students on their campus and shared a desire to see these students experience success 
academically as they sought to earn their high school diploma.  It can be concluded that 
administrator attitudes can have a profound impact on the successful inclusion of special 
education students in independent study schools.  
Educator participants, regardless of their role, spoke about the special education 
student involvement in career and technical education at the charter school.  They were 
excited to be able to provide students with disabilities hands-on, vocational skills that 
made them more employable.  Many general education and special education teacher 
participants, along with administrator participants, told stories about the successes of 
many of their special education students in the vocational classes offered at their school.  
They acknowledged that the vocational programs offered incentives for special education 
students to attend their teacher appointments and weekly classes and complete their 
independent work.  Participants described the inclusive nature of the CTE classes and 
acknowledged the impact these classes have on students with disabilities who do not 
desire to further their education after obtaining their diploma.  It can be further concluded 
that career and vocational education classes contribute greatly to special education 
student success at the independent study charter school.  
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Research Question Two.  What challenges do independent study charter school 
educators face when supporting students with disabilities? 
 
The general education and special education teacher participants and the 
administrators identified many challenges they encountered while working with special 
education students in the independent study charter school.  Among the challenges, all 
participants specifically identified time as a negative challenge.  It appears from the 
stories told by these participants that general education teachers do not have adequate 
time to work with their special education students one-to-one or in small-group settings 
based on the school’s limited seat time expectations.  They expressed a desire to provide 
students with more learning opportunities to help struggling special education students be 
more successful with acquiring academic skills and knowledge.  Participants shared that 
the time students with disabilities spend on campus is not enough for some to be 
successful.  It appears that adequate instructional time is a critical factor needed for 
students with disabilities to be successful in the independent study charter school.  It can 
be concluded that more time with teachers and more time for support with their 
schoolwork is needed to support the success of students with disabilities in this 
environment.  
Participants also identified a lack of resources as a major challenge in being able 
to adequately support the needs of students with disabilities.  General education and 
special education teachers emphasized the critical need of more specialized trained staff 
available to work with special education at the independent study charter school.  They 
acknowledged that hiring more support staff would allow for more students with 
disabilities to receive additional help with their assignments and support their learning of 
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new concepts.  A conclusion that is drawn is that more special education students 
would be successful at the independent study charter school if they were required to 
spend more time on campus and had access to more resource personnel to provide them 
with additional support.    
Participants described an inclusive enrollment policy that granted access to 
students without consideration of academic abilities or disabilities.  Administrators did 
not identify issues or concerns regarding the enrollment practices for special education 
students, while the special education teachers did identify issues.  It appears from the 
stories told by the special education teachers that the school’s enrollment practices, while 
overseen by an enrollment specialist, lacked a systemic approach, and prior IEP services 
and special placements were not identified upon enrollment into the independent study 
school.  Special education teachers described concerns with the current practice that 
allowed for new students to be in attendance at the school for 30 days before the IEP 
team convened to discuss the appropriateness of the placement.  It can be concluded that 
the lack of special education involvement in enrollment practices allows for students with 
disabilities to be enrolled into the independent study charter school without addressing 
whether the placement is an appropriate offer of FAPE.  
Research Question Three.  How do independent study charter school educators 
describe their preparedness to support the individualized needs of students with 
disabilities? 
 
The general education teachers and administrators who participated in this study 
were quick to identify a lack of self-confidence in their ability to work with students with 
disabilities in the independent study charter school.  They described feelings of 
inadequacy and apprehension and a need for more understanding of the students’ 
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challenges.  The educators acknowledged that they had minimal exposure to 
coursework during their credentialing programs that addressed educating students with 
disabilities in an inclusive setting.  Most of the educators recalled not having any specific 
coursework during their general education-teaching program or administrative 
credentialing program that prepared them for working with special education students, 
although a few general education teacher participants were able to recall at least one class 
that incorporated coursework about working with students with disabilities.   
The special education teachers noted that while their teaching programs prepared 
them to work with students with special needs, they did not offer training to build skills 
to work with general education teachers.  They recognized that at the charter school, they 
were the main source of knowledge for distributing special education information, 
including IEP documentation and special education procedures to general education 
teachers and administrators.  It can be concluded that there is a significant gap in teaching 
programs for both general educators and special educators related to collaboration for the 
benefit of special education students in the general education classrooms. 
When describing on-the-job preparedness, general education teachers and 
administrators identified that they received little training that addressed working with 
special education students at the independent study charter school.  They expressed a 
deep sense of frustration that their charter school leadership and local school district had 
not provided either professional development opportunities or informal school trainings.  
They conveyed feeling unprepared to work with special education students who 
presented weak academic abilities and extreme behavioral needs.  Participants described 
a strong desire to have more preparation to work with this population of students.  It can 
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be concluded that the lack of formal and informal training negatively impacts general 
education teacher and administrator preparedness and affects their efforts to work with 
students with disabilities in the independent study charter school.  
Participants expressed a deep sense of gratitude and appreciation for the 
collaborative relationship they have with the special education teachers assigned to 
support their campuses.  The general education teachers commented that when they felt 
supported by their special education teachers, they were more inclined to effectively 
accommodate and differentiate student needs.  The participants acknowledged that they 
valued their relationship with the special education teacher as an important factor in 
being able to successfully include students with disabilities at their independent study 
charter school.  They described feeling less anxious and apprehensive about working with 
students with disabilities when they had accessibility to the special education teacher to 
provide guidance and direction.  It can be concluded that positive relationships between 
general education and special education teachers have a major influence on the 
experience of general education teachers teaching students with disabilities.  It can also 
be concluded that positive relationships between general education and special education 
teachers impact a school’s ability to provide an inclusive school setting for students with 
disabilities.  
Recommendations 
The following recommendations focus on ways to support the needs of educators 
working with students with disabilities in independent study charter schools.  Ideas on 
ways to improve overall experiences, address negative challenges, and develop strategies 
for teacher preparedness to support the needs of special education students are featured.  
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Recommendations for Leaders, Educators, and Policymakers  
Create an enrollment procedure with a special education partnership.  
Because participants described an “enrollment for all” policy for students with 
disabilities, some students are enrolled without needs being identified.  They identified 
that the special education teacher is not typically involved in the enrollment practices.  
Participants described that at times, students on a certificate track enrolled or students 
with more severe needs than the charter school can accommodate also were enrolled.  
They also described experiences in which special education students or their parents did 
not identify their disability to the enrollment specialist upon enrollment.  By creating a 
system that better identifies special education students and reviews students’ previous 
IEP services, programs, and supports, the enrollment specialist working with the support 
of the special education teacher can better determine if the program is an appropriate 
placement prior to the 30-day IEP meeting.  In addition, creating a special education 
orientation during the enrollment process by which a special education teacher explains 
the specialized services, academic supports and student expectations can better support 
parents in determining if the program is an appropriate fit for their student.  
Increase special education attendance requirements.  Participants expressed a 
desire to have more time to spend working with students with disabilities at the 
independent study charter school.  They identified that many special education students 
do not take advantage of the supports and services offered to them during the school 
week at the independent study.  They believed that students with disabilities would 
benefit from working longer with their general education teachers, taking more support 
classes and CTE courses available to them.  Requiring special education students to 
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attend school additional days/times during the week would likely enhance levels of 
engagement and support for students with disabilities.  Requiring additional academic 
support classes, increasing CTE classes, and identifying specific times to work with the 
special education teacher may increase success and lead towards a diploma.  All 
considerations for special education students’ attendance would be discussed at the IEP 
meeting in which IEP goals, supports, and services would be addressed.  
Employ additional general and special education support staff to work with 
special education students.  Participants noted the need for more resources on their 
campuses to effectively support students with disabilities.  The general education teachers 
identified their inability to give enough time and attention to their special education 
students.  They identified that some of their special education students need more one-on-
one support than they have time to provide.  Hiring additional general education and 
special education support staff, such as para-educators, will allow for more students with 
disabilities to receive additional time for direct instruction and extra opportunities to get 
help with assignments.  
Develop educator training programs at the independent study charter school 
to be provided by district special education staff.  Participants identified that no 
professional development opportunities or formal trainings on how to support the needs 
of special education students had been provided at this independent study charter school.  
Developing specific training that is provided by district special education teachers and 
administrators will better equip the independent study teachers to more effectively 
educate students with disabilities.  Training on topics such as disabilities, special 
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education law, the IEP process, and how to differentiate instruction may be beneficial 
for all charter school staff.  
Create collaborative general education and special education credential 
programs.  General education teachers described their experiences in teacher education 
programs that offered little to no coursework in special education.  Exposing general 
education teachers to more coursework and experiences with special education 
procedures, teaching strategies, and IEP implementation may better prepare them to work 
with students with disabilities.  Likewise, special education teacher education programs 
that incorporate practicum to build skills in collaborating with general education teachers 
and training general education school staff to support students with disabilities may better 
equip special education teachers for such responsibilities in independent study charter 
schools.  Special education participants noted that their credential programs did not 
prepare them for the demanding task of working collaboratively with general education 
teachers to support the needs of special education students in their classes.  In addition, 
special education credential programs would benefit from addressing collaborative 
techniques and relationship building skills for special education teachers to be able to 
support general education teachers.  Teacher education programs have opportunities to 
interface their credentialing programs, creating collaborative opportunities between 
general education and special education teaching students.  Since most of the participants 
recalled a lack of coursework, more targeted and aligned classes may benefit preparing 
educators to work more effectively with students with disabilities.  
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Recommendation for Further Studies 
Prior research on the subject of special education students in independent study 
charter schools is nonexistent.  There is a benefit to further studying the unique 
experiences of independent study charter school general education teachers, special 
education teachers, and administrators working with students with disabilities in this type 
of setting.  An in-depth analysis on how independent study charter schools work with and 
educate students with disabilities is needed.  It would benefit the charter schools and 
public school districts that contract with them to provide special education support 
services and to analyze the enrollment practices, special education supports and services, 
and educational approaches utilized at independent study charter schools.  These studies 
may help ensure that students with disabilities are appropriately included and effectively 
educated in independent study charter schools.  
Expand this study to more independent study charter schools.  This research 
was limited to a single site; additional research is needed to understand the experiences 
and challenges general education teachers, special education teachers, and administrators 
who support students with disabilities in independent study charter schools face.  
Summary 
This chapter highlighted and reiterated the purpose of this case study.  Moreover, 
it explained the process of developing the arrival of the study conclusions, 
recommendations, and suggestions for further research.  In this chapter, the conclusions 
and recommendations were explored based on the key findings of how general and 
special education teachers and administrators described the challenges they face and the 
adequacy of their preparation and instruction to support students with disabilities. 
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I hope my recommendations will be taken under consideration for general and 
special education teachers and administrators to be better equipped and adequately 
trained to educate students with disabilities in the independent study charter school.  It is 
my hope that the district in which I am employed will create opportunities for charter 
school staff to obtain additional resources to be able to provide necessary services and 
supports to special education students who enroll in this setting.  
What emerged from this case study expands the understanding of the experiences 
and challenges charter school teachers and administrators face when enrolling students 
with disabilities.  It also contributes to the body of research describing how charter 
schools create inclusive settings and support the needs of special education students.  
Participants expressed a willingness to include students with disabilities in their setting 
despite the challenges educating these students bring to their school setting.  
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Appendix B: Letter of Approval from CEO 
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Appendix C: One-on-One Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
 
 
Interview Questions: 
1.  How long have been employed as a charter school educator?  
2.  How would you describe the differences in instruction in your independent study school and a 
traditional school?  
3.  What are your enrollment practices for students with disabilities? 
4.  What are your schools policies on the inclusion of special education students? 
5.  How would you describe your experiences working with students with disabilities in your 
independent study charter school?  
6.  What are the challenges you experience educating students with disabilities in your school 
setting?  
7.  How would you explain your involvement in the Individualized Education Plan development 
and implementation for each of your special education students?  
8.  How do you collaborate with other educators on your school site to include special education 
students on your campus? 
9.  What is your familiarity with Free and Appropriate Education as it applies to students with 
disabilities? 
10.  How does your school provide the least restrictive environment for students with special 
needs? 
11.  What supports and services are provided to your special education students on your 
campus?  
12.  How do you differentiate instruction for students with disabilities?   
13.  What types of trainings have been offered by your district to support your knowledge of 
working with students with disabilities?  
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14.  What classes or coursework during your credential program specifically were related to 
special education or working with students with disabilities?  
15.  Why do you believe your independent study charter school is the appropriate placement for 
students with disabilities? 
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Appendix D: Invitation to Participate 
 
Dear ______________________.  
 
Hello. My name is Stacey Porter and I am a Doctoral student attending the School of 
Education at Drexel University Sacramento. I am contacting you, as I have been given 
your name by the CEO of your independent study charter school, to be a possible 
participant in the research I am conducting.  
The title of my study is “Experiences and Challenges of Independent Study Charter 
School Educators: A Case Study.” The purpose of this case study is to explore the 
experiences of teachers (both general education and special education) and administrators 
working in independent study charter school settings to understand the challenges they 
face, and the adequacy of their preparation and instruction to support students with 
disabilities.  
To be eligible for this study you must be a credentialed teacher or administrator and have 
worked at your site for at least one full school year. In addition, you need to work with 
students with disabilities in some capacity during the school week.  
When you indicate that you are willing to participate in this study you are agreeing to a 
60 minute face-to-face interview, which can be held at your school site (or a different 
location of your choosing) and at a convenient time of day that works for you.  Your 
participation is confidential and the name of your school will not be named in the study. 
Our conversation will be recorded but you will remain anonymous.  I will be the only 
person reviewing the recordings and they will be kept in a secured file.  
When you indicate your interest in participating, I will contact by phone to discuss this 
research further. You are able to opt out of the study at this time or at any other time 
during the course of the study.  
Thank you for your consideration. I hope you will join the study. I look forward to 
speaking with you further if you decide to be a part of this study. Please respond to this 
email if you are willing to participate in my research.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Stacey Porter 
Doctoral Candidate in Educational Leadership and Management 
Drexel University Sacramento 
Slp93@drexel.edu 
916-396-7818 
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Appendix E: Consent Form 
 
 
 
Drexel University  
Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
1. Title of research study: Experiences and Challenges of Independent Study Charter School 
Educators: A Case Study 
2. Researcher:  
Kathy D. Geller, Ph.D., Principal Investigator, Assistant Clinical Professor, Drexel University School of 
Education 
Stacey Porter, Co-Investigator, Doctoral Candidate, Drexel University, Sacramento Campus 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because of your role as a general 
education teacher, special education teacher, or administrator at an independent study 
charter school. To be eligible to participate in this study you need to:  
1) Hold a credential. 
2) Work with students with disabilities in some capacity. 
4. What you should know about a research study 
• Someone will explain this research study to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
• If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
• Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
talk to the research team: Stacey Porter at 916-396-7818 or slp93@drexel.edu who is 
conducting the research. Additionally, you may also contact Dr. Kathy Geller who is 
supervising the study at 916-213-2790 or kdg39@drexel.edu.  
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and 
welfare of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 
255-7857 or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
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6. Why is this research being done? 
The purpose of this case study is to explore the experiences of teachers (both 
general education and special education) and administrators working in independent 
study school settings to understand the challenges they face, and the adequacy of their 
preparation and instruction to support students with disabilities.  
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that your time of commitment for this research study for up to 2 hours, 
including the phone conversations and the semi-structured interview participation. 
Interviews are planned to be conducted between January and March of 2016. Each of 
these interviews may last 45-75 minutes. The analysis of data and subsequent research 
report will be presented as a Doctoral Dissertation that will be completed by June 2016.   
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect about twelve to seventeen people to be in this research study: 8 – 12 
general education teachers, 2 special education teachers and 2-3 administrators working 
at an independent study charter school with multiple sites within a single charter school 
organization in Northern California.   
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
• You will receive an email describing the interview information, and a proposed time and date 
for the interview. In addition a request will be made for you to provide a convenient phone 
number and email address to finalize the interview schedule. You will also receive the consent 
form titled, “Consent to Take Part in a Research Study” document for your personal review. 
Stacey Porter will review the consent form and study with you and if you agree to participate, 
she will set up a date and time for the interview.  
 
• Prior to the start of the interview, Stacey Porter, Doctoral Candidate at Drexel University 
School of Education, will review the consent form with you and gain verbal consent to 
participate in this process.  
 
• You will interact Stacey Porter, Doctoral Candidate at Drexel University School of Education in 
a one-on-one interview.  
 
• The interviews will be held at a location that is convenient to you.  
 
• The interviews will be conducted during January – March 2016.  
 
• We expect that you will be in this research study for up to one, one-to-one semi-structured 
interviews lasting approximately 45-75 minutes. The analysis of the data and subsequent 
research report will be presented as a Doctoral Dissertation that will be completed by June 
2016. Two digital recorders will be used to assure a verbatim record of the questions and 
responses. Observation notes will be taken during the interview. 
 
• On all recordings, and in any transcriptions, analysis documents and the dissertation itself 
report you and the educational district you are employed by will be identified by a pseudonym to 
maintain your confidentiality.  
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
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• Answer the questions as open and honestly as possible.  
• Do not discuss the interview questions with other participants.  
• Follow the investigator’s or researcher’s instructions.  
• Tell the investigator or researcher if you have a complication or injury.  
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
Contact the researcher and/or the supervising professor to decline to participate in the 
research study.  
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not 
be held against you.  
• You can decide whether or not to divulge the reason(s) for leaving from the study.  
• You can withdraw from the research by sending an email to the researcher or her 
supervising professor, Dr. Geller.  
• If any data has been collected from you it will be extracted from the study data.  
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There is no inherent risk to participation in this research study including physical, 
psychological, privacy, legal, social, or economic risk to the participants.  
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.  
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
 There are no benefits to you from taking part in this research. The investigators 
cannot promise any benefits to others from the participant taking part in this research.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including 
research study records, treatment or therapy records to people who have a need to review 
this information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect 
and copy your information include the IRB and other representatives of this organization.  
17. Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
No. The only reason participants would be withdrawn from the study, by the researcher, 
would be in the event of the cancellation of the research project.  
 
18. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being done by Drexel University.   
 
